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ABSTRACT
In the age o f accountability in education, teachers are expected to meet the needs 
of all of their students, including English Language Learners (ELLs). In the field of study 
relating to ELLs, collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL specialists is 
suggested to support ELLs. What is unknown, however, is the extent to which 
collaboration is happening, the contextual and interfering conditions o f collaboration, and 
the consequences of collaboration or non-collaboration.
In this qualitative grounded theory study, I investigated whether and how 
elementary classroom teachers and English Language Learner (ELL) specialists 
collaborated to instruct ELLs. The research questions were:
1. What does classroom teacher and ELL specialist collaboration look like? What 
are the outcomes of collaboration?
2. If there is a formal systematic approach to collaboration, what is it? How did 
this collaboration form, and how is it sustained? Can a model be generated to 
demonstrate collaborative processes?
During the 2009-2010 school year, I interviewed, observed, and held brainstorming 
sessions with three administrators, three ELL specialists, and five classroom teachers in 
three urban elementary schools in one district in the eastern United States.
Findings from the study led to the development of a model demonstrating the 
relationship among collaborative processes, including causal, contextual, and interfering
xi
conditions, actions and interactions, and outcomes of classroom teacher and ELL 
specialist collaboration. Data support the assertion that classroom teacher and ELL 
specialist collaboration can be effective, meaning outcomes of collaboration can be 
desirable, if there is proper support and attention given to the process.
There are several recommendations resulting from this study, including:
1. Teachers and administrators need training on how to meet the needs of ELLs, 
including collaboration training.
2. Administrators must support collaborative processes in order for collaboration 
to work.
3. Educators and administrators can use the model I developed as a guide to 
improve collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL specialists.
Further research needs to be done on the resistance to change in relation to implementing 
collaborative practices in schools, the impact of teacher collaboration on student 




I  enter the little office being used as a classroom fo r  English Language Learners 
(ELLs) and see an instructional assistant, Kelly, sitting at a tiny round table next to a 
third grade girl from Africa, Amelia. Kelly is drawing a picture o f  the earth on a small 
whiteboard resting on the table. Amelia is quickly telling Kelly the different layers o f  the 
earth, “crust, mantle, outer core, inner core. ” Next, Kelly reads a question from  a test: 
Kelly: I f  there was less pressure on the inner core, what would happen?
A) crack B) melt C) explode D) split 
Amelia: This is too hard.
Kelly continues trying to help the student by using hand movements to demonstrate what 
each o f  the answers means.
Amelia: Melt.
Kelly: Are you sure?
Amelia: I  did eeny meeny miney mo. Let's go on.
Kelly (moving on to the next question): The author probably compared the plates 
to a jigsaw puzzle to help the reader . . .
Amelia: What’s a jigsaw puzzle? (observation, March 23, 2009)
This observation reminded me of challenges Amelia and other students who are learning 
English may have in school. Content tests are also tests of English, and teachers are held
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accountable for the academic achievement o f their students. In order to meet the needs of
all learners, classroom teachers and ELL specialists must work together to systematically 
design instruction with content and language goals in mind.
As Kelly continued working with Amelia, I repositioned my chair so that I could 
see and hear what was happening in the general education classroom, which was 
attached to the office. I wanted to know what Amelia was missing. As Amelia continued 
her test on the earth, her classroom teacher was explaining, “Okay, for science today . . . 
we just took a test on simple machines, levers, inclined planes . . . ” I wondered how this 
lesson fit in with the studies about the earth, and when Amelia would be taught the lesson 
she was missing in the classroom. I noticed the lack of consistency between the general 
education and ELL lessons. I questioned whether the classroom teacher, ELL specialist, 
and instructional assistant knew what the other was teaching. With the current 
expectations for ELLs to achieve academically at the same level as their native English 
speaking peers, I wanted to know how classroom and ELL educators were collaborating 
to make sure the student’s needs were being met.
Paradigm Shift in ELL Education
As the number of ELLs increases across the United States (National 
Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition, 2006), so do the expectations for 
education professionals to meet their needs. With the implementation of the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), all students, including students who are learning 
English as a new or additional language, are held accountable for making academic 
achievement gains. The English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and
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Academic Achievement Act is included in Title III, Part A of NCLB. Its purposes 
identified under Section 3102 are summarized below:
1. to ensure ELLs attain English proficiency and meet the same content and 
achievement standards as their English proficient peers;
2. to ensure State and local educational agencies develop, implement, and sustain 
“high quality language instruction programs” to meet ELLs’ needs, and to hold 
the systems accountable for effectively instructing ELLs as evidenced by their 
making Adequate Yearly Progress; (Sec. 3102.3)
3. “to promote parental and community participation in language 
instruction educational programs for the parents and communities of 
limited English proficient children;” (Sec. 3102.6)
4. to provide districts flexibility in determining which research-based 
programs to teach ELLs;
5. to provide formula grants for the instruction of ELLs. (U.S. Department 
o f Education, 2004)
According to the English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic 
Achievement Act, state and local districts that receive federal money for their ELL 
population must have a plan describing how the above goals will be met (Sec. 3111 and 
Sec. 3116). Also, districts must evaluate their programs, including their ELLs’ English 
scores and content area scores on state-mandated tests (Sec. 3121). Under Title III of 
NCLB, if ELLs fail to make adequate yearly progress (AYP) for four consecutive years, 
curriculum and programs may need to be modified, school districts may lose their 
funding, and/or personnel may be replaced (Sec. 3122, b-4, U.S. Department of
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Education, 2004). These laws tell us what schools are accountable for; however, they 
give little guidance on how teachers can best meet the needs of ELLs.
In the past, ELL specialists pulled students out of the general education 
classroom in order to teach language skills to ELLs. In a pull-out model, ELLs are 
missing valuable content information when they leave the classroom. How do ELL 
specialists know what classroom teachers are covering when ELLs are not in the general 
education classes? ELLs are still held accountable for understanding grade-level content, 
and they must understand academic language in order to successfully complete 
state-standardized tests.
Though there are still schools utilizing pull-out programs, such as the one 
described in the opening vignette, the demands NCLB places on the attainment of 
academic English have created a change in the ELL service models used in many 
schools. Currently, the trend is a model called sheltered instruction (SI). In the SI model, 
classroom teachers incorporate language instruction into academic standards-based 
content instruction. The SI classroom may include all students, including ELLs, or it may 
consist solely of ELLs. Students may also be served by the ELL specialist in a push-in or 
co-teaching model. When ELL specialists push in, the expectation is that the ELL teacher 
supports instruction within the general education classroom. In a co-teaching model, both 
the classroom teacher and ELL specialist take joint responsibility for planning and 
teaching together.
Due to the increased demand to teach language through content, classroom 
teachers of ELLs are faced with how to best teach content by focusing on the language 
needs of the student. Likewise, the ELL specialist must consider grade-level content
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standards while teaching language skills. A classroom teacher who does not have training 
on how to best teach ELLs may, unfortunately, relinquish responsibility for the education 
of ELLs to the ELL specialist, and an ELL specialist who is not comfortable with 
grade-level content may rely on the classroom teacher for all content instruction. For 
ELLs who spend the majority of their day with classroom teachers, the classroom 
teachers and ELL specialists must accept co-ownership for the students.
Professional Interest
This study began with a question that originated before I began my Ph.D. journey. 
As an educator, I have been involved directly and indirectly in the education of ELLs for 
over 15 years. I have taught kindergartners through college-aged ELL students, and I 
have also taught ELL endorsement classes for teachers. In a previous position, I was a 
consultant to a school district whose ELL population was not making AYP. I contributed 
to the development of a comprehensive program overhaul which resulted in dramatic 
gains with ELLs. However, during the transition time in that school district, an 
administrator decided to schedule two ELL specialists into several general education 
classrooms to provide ELL assistance to their students in a push-in model. Without any 
training or support, they did as they were told. I observed these specialists sitting at the 
back o f the room listening to the classroom teacher lecture the students. When the teacher 
concluded the lecture, the ELL specialists began circulating the room to see how the 
ELLs needed help. This did not seem to be an effective use of the ELL specialists’ time 
or expertise. I was perplexed about the best way to incorporate collaboration without the 
ELL specialist becoming more of a teacher’s assistant than a co-teacher. I questioned 
whether or not collaboration was effective in other schools.
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I had the opportunity to ask that question during a pilot study I conducted as a 
course requirement for a qualitative methods class at the University of North Dakota. The 
beginning vignette describing Amelia’s difficulties is from a transcript o f an observation 
completed during the pilot study. During the spring semester of 2009,1 observed, 
interviewed, and held a brainstorming session with the principal, three classroom 
teachers, the ELL specialist, and two instructional assistants at an urban Midwestern 
elementary school. The ELLs were integrated into general education classrooms for most 
of the day, but were also served through a pull-out model by the ELL specialist. The 
classroom teachers felt unprepared to meet the needs of their ELL population and relied 
heavily upon the ELL specialist and ELL instructional assistants for guidance. Findings 
from the study implicated there was a lack of a collaborative structure resulting in 
teachers not systematically providing services to their ELLs. Classroom teachers and 
ELL specialists described their collaboration as “on the fly” and occurring when there 
was a problem. Because teachers had no time to plan together, they were left to guess 
each other’s goals, standards, and curriculum. The pilot study demonstrated another 
example of how collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL specialists was not 
effective. This made me even more curious. Did effective collaboration between 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists exist? “Effective” in this study referred to the 
idea that collaboration can promote desired outcomes. Collaborative practices during the 
pilot study were mostly informal, and the outcomes of collaboration were not desirable. 
(For a complete review of the pilot study, please refer to Appendix A.)
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Need for the Study
Often classroom teachers who have had minimal to no training in addressing the 
needs of ELLs are held accountable for the education of this unique population. In 2002, 
only 12.5% of public school teachers who reported teaching ELLs had professional 
development related to ELLs (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008, p. 9). This disturbing 
figure leads one to question whether classroom teachers know how to meet the needs of 
ELLs. This question may be partially answered by data indicating that, in 2005, 96% of 
ELLs were not proficient in reading, and approximately one third of ELLs drop out of 
high school (Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007). According to Echevarria et al. (2008), “only 
10% of young adults who speak English at home fail to complete high school, but the 
percentage is three times higher (31%) for young adult English learners” (p. 4). The high 
discrepancy between dropout rates gives an indicator of the challenge that educators face 
teaching children from a linguistically diverse background. In order to meet ELLs’ needs, 
there is much literature suggesting classroom teachers must collaborate with ELL 
teachers who have had specialized training (Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Diaz-Rico & 
Weed, 2006; Gottlieb, 2006; Holcomb, 2009; Kaufman & Brooks, 1996; Walker,
Shafer, & Iiams, 2004). Ideally, this collaboration will empower both classroom teachers 
and ELL specialists to effectively instruct ELLs, but is this collaboration taking place?
Statement of the Problem
The problem I investigated was whether and how elementary classroom teachers 
and ELL specialists worked together to instruct ELLs. In the field of study relating to 
ELLs, it is known that collaboration among classroom teachers and ELL specialists is 
imperative for the continued success of ELLs (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). What is
7
unknown, however, is whether or not collaboration is happening, the contextual and 
interfering conditions o f collaboration, and the consequences of collaboration or 
non-collaboration.
Caron and McLaughlin (as cited in Friend & Cook, 2007) researched the factors 
contributing to the success of all students, focusing on students served in special 
education, in six (four elementary and two middle) exemplary schools. Collaboration was 
a theme that emerged from their research. Friend and Cook adapted Caron and 
McLaughlin’s work and recommended further research needs to be done to answer the 
following questions:
If an opportunity to delve more deeply into these schools’ practices were 
possible, what would collaborative practices look like on a day-to-day 
basis? Perhaps most important, how can the collaborative features o f these 
schools be described in a way that they can be applied in other schools?
(as cited in Friend & Cook, 2007, p. 12)
At the time I began research on classroom and ELL teacher collaboration, there was little 
literature to be found, and previous studies looked to special education for their 
frameworks.
Research Questions
My inquiry was guided by the following questions:
1. What does classroom teacher and ELL specialist collaboration look like? What 
are the outcomes of collaboration?
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2. If there is a formal systematic approach to collaboration, what is it? How did 
this collaboration form, and how is it sustained? Can a model be generated to 
demonstrate collaborative processes?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this grounded theory study was to describe the experiences of 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists regarding collaboration in order to generate a 
theoretical model that may help schools better serve their ELL population. The outcomes 
of the study will inform ELL and classroom teachers who are trying to find ways to better 
collaborate in order to meet their students’ needs. Recommendations from this study may 
help guide administrators’ decisions regarding teacher collaboration. Though literature on 
ELL and classroom teacher collaboration is limited, the findings will fill part of that void 
and entice conversations on this emerging topic.
Overview of the Study
The following study addressed the need for collaboration between classroom 
teachers and ELL specialists. Using a qualitative approach, I examined the ways in which 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists worked together sharing their expertise to meet 
the educational needs of their ELLs. In this chapter, I discuss the paradigm shift 
occurring in ELL education and introduce the need for the study, the research questions, 
the purpose of the study, the delimitations, my personal interest, and a list of definitions 
of key terms. In Chapter II, I review the literature and establish a conceptual framework 
for which the study will be based. In Chapter III, I explain the methodology, providing an 
overview of how the study was accomplished. In Chapter IV, I present the findings of the 
study, including a model of collaboration. Implications of the study are presented in
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Chapter V. I provide recommendations for educators and administrators who are trying to 
improve collaborative practices among classroom teachers and ELL specialists. Finally, 
in Chapter VI, a conclusion is provided based on the results of this study.
Definition of Terms
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP): Under NCLB, students must make academic 
gains each year. Scores from state-standardized tests are calculated into a state’s formula 
to determine whether or not they have made AYP.
Classroom teacher, general education teacher, and mainstream teacher: For the 
purposes of this paper, the terms will be used interchangeably depending on the literature 
being reviewed and the context of the sentence. Likewise, the terms classroom, general 
education classroom, and mainstream classroom may be used interchangeably depending 
on the literature and context.
Collaboration: “Interpersonal collaboration is a style for direct interaction 
between at least two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision making as 
they work toward a common goal” (Friend & Cook, 2007, p. 7).
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Student (CLD): This student comes from a 
cultural and linguistic background different from monolingual native English speakers; 
however, this does not mean the student is an ELL. The CLD student must meet program 
requirements in order to be considered ELL.
Effective Collaboration: Collaboration which is both informal and formal and 
produces desired outcomes. When I completed the pilot study, collaboration was mostly 
informal. Outcomes o f collaboration were not desirable. Though collaboration was not 
effective, it could be seen as “meaningful” and “purposeful” because collaborative
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actions and interactions took place when there was a need. In contrast, collaboration 
during the dissertation study occurred when needed as well as during planned, consistent 
meetings. In this study, “effective” refers to the types and frequency of collaboration that 
led to the desirable outcomes as perceived by participants of the dissertation study.
English as a Second Language (ESL): In some states, ESL refers to the program 
that services ELLs. In other states, ESL refers to the students. In any case, ESL is often 
not representative of the ELL population, since many ESL students know more than one 
language before learning English.
English Language Learner (ELL): An ELL is a student who has a home language 
background other than English and qualifies through assessment for Title III language 
program services. The USDOE uses the term Limited English Proficient or LEP. LEP is 
interchangeable with ELL, with ELL being the more politically correct version 
eliminating the phrase “limited.” ELL is the term that will be used throughout this study.
ELL Specialist, ELL Teacher, and ESL Teacher: These terms will be used 
interchangeably.
English to Speakers o f Other Languages (ESOL): Many states use the term ESOL 
to refer to the program that services ELLs. Even though many states still distinguish 
between ELLs as the students and ESOL as the program, ELL programs will be used in 
this study for consistency of terms.
Limited English Proficient (LEP): The term for ELL used by the USDOE.
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB): Under the George W. Bush administration, 
reforms were created to increase accountability for all students in public schools. In 2002, 
the NCLB was signed into law and required teachers to be highly qualified to teach
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students to make yearly gains on standardized tests, and school systems to ultimately be 
held responsible for students making adequate yearly progress.
Professional Learning Community (PLC): A team of teachers who come together 
in a structured meeting to create shared goals based on the needs of the learners.
Push-in: A program model whereby ELL specialists go into the general education 
classroom classes to support ELLs.
Pull-out: A program model whereby ELL specialists pull students from general 
education classes to teach English in a different setting.
Sheltered Instruction (SI): A model o f integrating content and language to support 
ELLs. SI classrooms may have all students, including ELLs or just ELLs.
Systematic Approach: In the context of this study, I sought to discover whether or 
not there existed a systematic approach to collaboration. The systematic approach refers 
to the idea o f collaboration that is planned and organized versus random and spontaneous.
Title III: The Act under NCLB which regulates English Language Acquisition 
Programs.
Delimitations of the Study
Time for observations and interviews was limited for several reasons. It took two 
months after the start of the 2009-2010 school year before administrators approved the 
study. Therefore, I was not able to observe the beginning of the year collaborations. Also, 
principals were concerned about my research taking time away from planning and 
instruction, so I had to limit my visits for observations and interviews at each school. 
Because of testing schedules, holidays, and other non-instructional times, I had to remain 
flexible and collect data when it was convenient for teachers. I do feel the amount of time
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spent in each school was sufficient to gain an understanding of how collaboration worked 
in those schools.
Because research was conducted in three elementary schools in one district, the 
model that comes from this study may be bound to the constructs o f schools with similar 
settings. However, I alleviated some of this problem by finding schools with differing 
demographics within the district. In addition, the pilot study was from a different district 




In this chapter, I review literature, theories, and models contributing to current 
understanding of collaboration in ELL education. First, I look at collaboration in other 
fields before turning my attention to collaboration in education, especially in special 
education, since that is where most of the research on collaboration has been conducted. 
Finally, I conclude the chapter by looking at the literature on ELL and classroom teacher 
collaboration.
To begin this discussion on collaboration, one must consider what the concept 
“collaboration” means in the field of education. There is confusion among teachers as to 
exactly what collaboration is (Friend & Cook, 2007). There are multiple realities 
depending on the context in which collaboration is occurring. For example, in some 
schools collaboration and co-teaching are thought to be synonymous. In other cases, 
pushing in to classrooms is considered collaboration. However, co-teaching and pushing 
in are service delivery models. Though the models require teacher collaboration in order 
to be successful, just because teachers are in contact with each other in the same 
classroom does not necessarily mean they are engaging in the types of systematic 
collaboration I sought to understand. In order to clarify what collaboration is, Friend and 
Cook, who are well-respected for their seminal work on collaboration in the field of 
special education, created a definition: “Interpersonal collaboration is a style for direct
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interaction between at least two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision 
making as they work toward a common goal” (p. 7). Collaboration, for example, can be 
teachers sharing information, knowledge, and ideas about how to plan for instruction 
based on student assessment data.
Collaboration in Other Fields
When I first began reviewing literature and contemplating a theoretical 
framework for collaboration, I realized there was not much information on collaboration 
between classroom teachers and ELL specialists. What I found, however, was an 
abundance of literature describing the importance of collaboration in other fields, such as 
business (Alee, 1997; Wenger & Snyder, 2001) and the military (Alee, 1997; 
Headquarters, Department o f the Army, 1993). Within the last 10 years in the business 
field, a type of collaboration called “communities of practice” has emerged (Wenger & 
Snyder, 2001, p. 1). According to Wenger and Snyder, communities o f practice are 
“groups o f people informally bound together by a shared expertise and passion” (p. 1). 
The authors add, “Members inevitably share knowledge in free-flowing, creative ways 
that foster new approaches to problems” (p. 1). Wenger and Snyder have noticed 
improvements in various companies’ performance due to the collaborative learning that 
takes place in communities of practice (p. 2).
Collaboration is also a phenomenon evident in the military. Warner, Letsky, and 
Cowen (2003) state, “The military problems are becoming more complex requiring teams 
to address the problems” (p. 2). One way the U.S. Army addresses problems 
collaboratively is with the “After Action Review (AAR) process, a structured debriefing 
designed to help the group reflect and leam together” (Alee, 1997, p. 78). Immediately
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following an undesirable incident, a meeting convenes to discuss what was supposed to 
happen, what actually happened, details of why it happened, and a plan for future action 
(Headquarters, Department of the Army, 1993). The AAR is used as an assessment and 
learning tool and has developed over the years to become a sophisticated process with 
specific how-to steps described in a training manual (Headquarters, Department of the 
Army, 1993). Specifically, with the time the United States has been involved in the recent 
wars, AARs are used to provide group reflection and feedback to enhance soldiers’ 
performance.
Collaboration is well-researched outside the field of education, and has been 
demonstrated to improve business productivity and to enhance performance in the 
military. This research implies people learn through reflection and from sharing 
information and ideas with each other. Because collaboration is well-supported in other 
fields, I searched for collaboration theories and models outside of education, in addition 
to models within the field of education.
Collaboration Theory and Models
There is no theory o f collaboration, in general, at this time; some researchers 
believe there are too many factors that inhibit the construction of a theory of 
collaboration. However, according to John-Steiner, Weber, and Minnis (1998), "if studies 
of collaboration are to offer guidance to individuals and groups committed to joint 
endeavors, we think that a theoretical structure is necessary” (p. 773). A major goal of 
John-Steiner and Matin’s (1996) research “is to produce a theoretical model of the 
collaboration process and to identify collaborators’ values, roles, working methods, and 
conflict-resolution strategies” (p. 199). While working toward their goal, John-Steiner
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and Mahn analyzed data on collaboration to create an initial model depicting roles, 
values, working methods, and patterns of collaboration at different phases (see Figure 1).
Collaboration: Roles, Values and Working Methods
S/\  ' '  Values
"s V A \ v
V \  \ \
c°ns%
X  \  %  \  % \
v\ v\%O ' >
\  '
\ 3 \ »
*  : p  !i Sf > '
X  /  ^  „ ;
/  o' /  ^  /
^ . S '  •» • '
xtv * X '' X  /  /tvv-
'
< # /_ - " . -ft. '  _o
■ c ;# * V ' s-
X  y  Working 
' '  Methods
Figure 1. John-Steiner and Mahn’s Collaborative Model (1996, p. 200).
In the model, John-Steiner and Mahn (1996) acknowledge the “dynamic, 
changing processes” by using dotted lines and a circle. There is no hierarchy around the 
circle representing the roles, values, working methods, and patterns; however, the closer 
one moves toward the center of the circle, the stronger the collaboration will be. For 
example, if participants work together in a unified manner, versus only collaborating as a
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response to a concern, collaboration will be stronger. Likewise, participants who value 
shared goals and ideologies will better collaborate than others who only have similar 
interests.
After completing my pilot study (Appendix A), I realized the usefulness of 
John-Steiner and Matin’s (1996) model in demonstrating that collaboration is a dynamic 
process which may exist in differing degrees in schools. John-Steiner and Mahn believe 
socio-cultural influences impact the degree of collaboration. For example, a school whose 
administration does not value a culture of collaboration may not build time into the 
schedule for teachers to collaborate. In those situations, teachers’ collaboration may be 
limited to responding to a problem that needs immediate attention.
Theories of Collaboration in Education 
Socio-cultural Learning Theories and Collaboration
This study also draws on socio-cultural learning theories of Vygotsky (1978,
1986) and Tharp and Gallimore (1988), which are consistent with my views on how 
people learn and which are also seminal in John-Steiner and Mahn’s (1996) model of 
collaboration. Socio-cultural approaches “are based on the concept that human activities 
take place in cultural contexts, are mediated by language and other symbol systems, and 
can be best understood when investigated in their historical development”
(John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 191). Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev, and Miller (2003) state, 
“At the heart of Vygotsky’s theory lies the understanding of human cognition and 
learning as social and cultural rather than individual phenomena” (p. 1). According to 
Mooney (2000), Vygotsky’s “work showed that social and cognitive development work
18
together and build on each other . . .  personal and social experience cannot be separated” 
(p. 82). In fact, Vygotsky (1978) stated,
Learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are 
able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his 
environment and in cooperation with his peers. Once these processes are 
internalized, they become part of the child’s independent developmental 
achievement, (p. 90)
In other words, interaction within one’s culture contributes to one’s construction of 
knowledge.
Vygotsky’s concepts may have originally been conceived to explain learning by 
children; however, researchers have interpreted his work to also apply to adults 
(John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). In order to demonstrate how 
socio-cultural learning theory applies to the collaboration of teachers, I must first explain 
the “Zone of Proximal Development,” “scaffolding,” and “assisted performance.” 
Vygotsky’s (1986) concept of “Zone of Proximal Development” (ZPD) and Wood, 
Bruner, and Ross’ (1976) idea of “scaffolding” are frequently used in the field of ELL 
instruction. The ZPD refers to the distance between what a child can do independently 
and what he or she can do with assistance, and the assistance provided is called 
scaffolding (Mooney, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978). According to Tharp and Gallimore, 
“assisted performance defines what a child can do with help, with the support of the 
environment, of others, and of the self’ (p. 30). Furthermore, Tharp and Gallimore state, 
“Teaching consists in assisting performance through the ZPD. Teaching can be said to 
occur when assistance is offered at points in the ZPD at which performance requires
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assistance” (p. 31). Vygotsky “believed that a child on the edge of learning a new concept 
can benefit from the interaction with a teacher or classmate” (Mooney, 2000, p. 83).
These concepts can also apply to the collaboration of teachers.
Historically, teachers have taught in isolation (Lortie, 1975). From the days o f the 
one room schoolhouse until now, teachers in non-collaborative teaching situations could 
shut their doors to the outside and have autonomy within the walls of the classroom. 
However, in order for teachers to learn from each other, there must be opportunities for 
interaction. In her contribution to the field of education, Rosenholtz (1989) studied the 
social organization of schools and the impact on teacher performance. She states, “The 
more impoverished the school’s opportunities to learn, the less about teaching there is to 
learn, and the less time teachers require to learn it” (p. 83). Findings from her qualitative 
study indicated “in learning-enriched schools, teachers tended to hold a sustained view of 
their learning so as to better meet the challenge of students’ diverse learning needs” 
(Rosenholtz, 1989, p. 103).
Collaboration in Special Education
The special education field has placed a priority on collaboration for many years 
(Cramer, 1998; Friend & Cook, 2007). The attention given to collaboration in the special 
education setting was largely influenced by the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA), which regulates the inclusion of children with disabilities in the classroom. 
According to Friend and Cook, “the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA has, in essence, made 
collaboration a required part of special education services” (p. 20). In addition, general 
education teachers, faced with new accountability measures since the No Child Left 
Behind Act was implemented, were expected to collaborate to meet the needs of their
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students who have special needs. According to Friend and Cook, “the importance of 
collaboration in society, schools, and special education forms a rationale for focusing on 
the study of it” (p. 23). Friend and Cook recognized the need to study collaboration in 
education settings, specifically to meet the needs of children served by special education 
programs. However, they state, “our experiences in schools tell us that the concepts and 
skills in Interactions are thus equally applicable to individuals who educate English 
language learners . . . ” (p. xv). Since special education teachers have been through many 
of the same hurdles as ELL specialists in terms of classroom teachers learning how to 
effectively teach and accept their students who need special support, Friend and Cook 
may be correct in their analysis.
Friend and Cook (2010) have devised a framework providing a “conceptual 
foundation for understanding collaborative interactions and activities as well as the 
settings and structures that support them” (p. xvi). Their “Components of Collaboration” 
framework (Figure 2) is one of the most comprehensive works on collaboration in the 
field of education and, therefore, helps inform this study.
The “Components of Collaboration” framework (Figure 2) consists of five 
components with each influencing the other: personal commitment, communication skills, 
interaction processes, programs o f  services, and context (Friend & Cook, 2010). The 
following points briefly describe each component.
1. Personal Commitment: A person’s commitment to job, responsibilities, and 
beliefs of collaborating and learning from others.
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Figure 2. Friend and Cook’s “Components of Collaboration” Framework (2010, p. 23).
2. Communication Skills: The skills necessary for effective collaboration 
include listening, communicating nonverbally, understanding one’s own 
and others’ frames of reference, knowing how to give effective feedback, 
and asking questions (see Friend & Cook, Chaps. 9-11).
22
3. Interaction Processes: The ways in which teams communicate in order to 
problem solve can cause or alleviate conflict and resistance within the 
collaborative community (see Friend & Cook, Chap. 2).
4. Programs of Services: The different services that Friend and Cook consider are 
“teams, consultation, and co-teaching” (p. 23) (see Friend & Cook, Chaps. 
3-5).
5. Context: The school environment and the pragmatic issues that exist will 
impact the effectiveness of collaboration (see Friend & Cook, Chaps. 6-7).
Friend and Cook (2010) have established a comprehensive framework for collaboration 
in the field of Special Education. Their work is frequently cited in studies of 
collaboration in other fields, including ELL research.
Professional Learning Communities
A form of collaboration becoming very popular in the schools across the country 
is Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). PLCs are teams of educators who come 
together to reach a mutual goal. According to Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour (2002), 
“members of a PLC . . .  are called upon to be contributing members of a collective effort 
to improve the school’s capacity to help all students learn at high levels” (p. 5). PLCs are 
systematically organized and include the following characteristics (DuFour & Eaker, 
1998):
• Shared mission, vision, and values
• Collective inquiry
• Collaborative teams
• An orientation toward action and a willingness to experiment
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• Commitment to continuous improvement
• Focus on results, (p. 45)
According to DuFour and Eaker, “in a professional learning community . . . educators 
create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, emotional support, and personal 
growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot accomplish alone” (p. xii). 
Collaboration is imperative in PLCs.
PLCs come in response to failed school reform initiatives of the past. Discussing 
schools without PLCs, DuFour and Eaker (1998) state, “The task o f teaching continues to 
fall to a single individual that stands alone before a group of students and works in 
isolation” (p. 115). Furthermore, they comment, “this isolation of teachers presents one of 
the most formidable roadblocks to creating a professional learning community” (p. 116). 
In order for teachers to foster a collaborative community, they must work together, 
sharing their expertise, in order to best educate the children they serve.
Classroom Teacher and ELL Specialist Collaboration
When I began my research on collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL 
specialists, there was very little research completed in this area. After attending the 
national Teachers o f English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) conference in the 
spring of 2010, I realized collaboration is a hot and newly emerging topic in the field. 
There were more than 10 presenters discussing their work on collaboration which focused 
on socio-cultural theory, trust in collaboration, professional development and 
collaboration, and challenges to collaboration. Current research includes:
• examining the ways in which collaboration is occurring in schools (Baecher & 
Bell, in press; Bell & Walker, in press),
24
• general education teacher and ELL specialist collaboration and co-teaching 
strategies (Honigsfeld & Dove, 2008, 2010),
• the resistance and challenges to collaboration and co-teaching (McClure & 
Cahnmann-Taylor, 2010).
Also, Honigsfeld and Dove have several forthcoming edited books on collaboration, due 
to be released in 2011.
Existing literature pertaining to collaboration between classroom teachers and 
ELL specialists often focuses on co-teaching partnerships (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010; 
Honigsfeld & Dove, 2008, 2010; Pardini, 2006). Pardini describes the collaboration that 
is occurring in the St. Paul Public Schools in Minnesota. St. Paul Public Schools 
abandoned their pull-out ELL programs in favor of push-in and co-teaching models 
where ELL specialists are assigned to general education teachers’ classrooms. While 
general education teachers focus on teaching content standards, ELL specialists make 
sure the language needs of the students are being met. ELL specialists also provide 
professional development on how to meet ELLs’ needs to their district. Dove and 
Honigsfeld (2010), nationally recognized experts in the area of ELL and general 
education teacher collaboration, focus on the ways in which co-teaching partners share 
the responsibilities for ELLs. For example, both teachers may take turns leading the 
lesson, or teachers might facilitate different learning centers where students rotate 
through for differentiated learning.
Although co-teaching partnerships are often discussed in literature on ELL 
teacher collaboration, there are other ways in which collaboration can occur in schools. 
DelliCarpini (2008) recognizes the lack of literature describing meaningful teacher
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collaboration and describes ways in which teachers can co-plan focusing on their ELLs’ 
needs. Classroom teachers and ELL specialists who plan together can better understand 
the language and content demands placed on ELLs, reinforce concepts in their respective 
classrooms, and better differentiate materials, assessments, and assignments suited to the 
needs of the students (DelliCarpini, 2008). Unfortunately, in the pilot study I found the 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists were neither co-teaching nor co-planning.
Instead, collaboration consisted of teachers quickly discussing a student in the hallway or 
via email when a problem arose.
The Need for Classroom Teacher and ELL Specialist Collaboration
ELL teachers are specialists trained in language acquisition, linguistics, 
cross-cultural communication, and ELL methods. Classroom elementary teachers have 
been trained to teach content applicable to the elementary student. Some ELL specialists 
are elementary certified and some classroom teachers have ELL training; however, they 
are largely a population of teachers who have different agendas during their school days. 
Lacinda, Levine, and Sowa (2006) state, “In order to promote academic achievement for 
ELLs, educators must know elements o f one another’s disciplines and develop techniques 
for working together, building on the particular strengths, knowledge, abilities, and 
dispositions that each partner brings to the collaborative effort” (p. vi). Teachers who 
collaborate to problem solve are sharing their expertise and teaching each other in the 
process. Hence, collaboration is a way for classroom teachers and ELL specialists to 
communicate about what the other is doing in the classroom, and to learn from each other 
in order to serve the needs of their ELLs.
26
Benefits o f  Collaboration
The literature related to successful practices for teachers o f English Language 
Learners (ELLs) suggests collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL specialists 
is critical to enhance the academic achievement of ELLs (Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; 
Diaz-Rico & Weed, 2006; Gottlieb, 2006; Holcomb, 2009; Kaufman & Brooks, 1996; 
Theoharis, 2007; Walker et al., 2004; York-Barr, Ghere, & Sommemess, 2007). Holcomb 
(2009) states, “Philosophies of inclusion . . .  coupled with the increasing numbers of 
English Language Learners, increase the obvious need for collaboration between the 
classroom teacher and other educators with various areas of expertise” (p. 81). According 
to Diaz-Rico and Weed (2006), “when teachers have the opportunity to collaborate, they 
can share interests and experiences and build on one another’s strengths for the benefit of 
their students” (p. 171). In addition, Goddard, Goddard, and Tschannen-Moran (2007) 
found “when teachers have opportunities to engage in professional discourse, they can 
build upon their unique content, pedagogical, and experiential knowledge to improve 
instruction” (p. 880). Theoharis (2007) describes the social justice aspect of 
collaboration, calling for an inclusive instructional model rather than pulling out ELLs, 
which he believes is a practice that excludes an already marginalized population. 
Recommendations by authors in the field specify the benefits of collaboration; however, 
there is limited research on the actual effects of collaboration on student achievement.
In the limited research available on collaboration between classroom teachers and 
ELL specialists, only a few research studies have been published on the outcomes of 
collaboration. York-Barr et al. (2007) completed a three-year case study on the 
implementation of a collaborative partnership between classroom teachers and ELL
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specialists in a Midwestern urban elementary school. During the three years, they found 
ELL student achievement improved for students taught by the collaborative teachers. In 
their research on general education teacher and ELL specialist collaboration, Dove and 
Honigsfeld (2010) found a result to be the rise of teacher leaders. They state, “When 
teachers engage in collaborative practices, they experience a reduction in isolation, enjoy 
more occasions to share their expertise, and appreciate the opportunity to shape the way 
the ESL program operates in their schools” (p. 6). Dove and Honigsfeld have borrowed 
co-teaching models from the special education field and adapted them to fit ELL and 
general education teacher collaboration.
Barriers to Collaboration
While there is literature describing the positive aspects of collaboration, there is 
also literature cautioning educators and scholars to consider the complexities of 
implementing and sustaining collaboration (Fradd, 1992; McClure & Cahnmann-Taylor, 
2010). Barriers which can prevent effective teacher collaboration from occurring include 
personality clashes between teachers (Friend & Cook, 2010), different philosophies of 
teaching (Arkoudis, 2006), power struggles among teachers (Creese, 2002, 2005;
Friend & Cook, 2010; McClure & Cahnmann-Taylor, 2010) and negative attitudes 
towards teaching ELLs in the general education classroom (Walker et al., 2004). In 
addition, administrators must provide logistical support such as scheduling, planning, and 
time for collaboration, or collaboration will not be effective (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 
Friend & Cook, 2010). Friend and Cook (2010) emphasize the need for personal 
commitment and effective communication and problem solving skills. Research 
describing collaboration practices between ELL and classroom teachers has clearly
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defined the reasons teachers should collaborate and the barriers to that collaboration. 
What is not evident is exactly how to implement an effective model of collaboration, 
especially in relation to classroom teachers and ELL specialists.
Summary of Literature Review
The current focus on educational reform places accountability for student 
performance on teachers and administrators. To increase student achievement, many 
educators are turning to more collaborative approaches of teaching. One way schools are 
addressing collaboration is by implementing PLCs. In PLCs, educators co-create goals 
and share expertise, while focusing on meeting the needs of their students.
Educators of students with disabilities have been collaborating for years, 
especially since the IDEA was passed into law. There is plenty of research in the special 
education field, as well as in many other areas o f society, including, but not limited to, 
the military and business. However, research involving the collaboration between 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists is starting to flourish; it is still in its infancy.
Existing literature pertaining to ELL and classroom teacher collaboration suggests 
it is important for ELL student success, especially with the current focus on teaching 
academic language through content. Available literature often focuses on benefits and 
challenges to collaboration; however, what is lacking in the literature is a description of 
meaningful collaboration practices. While there is no general theory of collaboration, 
there is an initial model demonstrating degrees of collaboration. Research on classroom 
and ELL teacher collaboration often focuses on socio-cultural learning theories to 
describe what is happening, and it also often borrows ideas from Friend and Cook’s 




The methodology of this study is addressed in this chapter. This includes 
describing the research design, the research locations, and participants. I will also detail 
the procedures of data collection and data analysis techniques. This chapter concludes 
with an overview of the validity and trustworthiness of the study.
Qualitative methods were selected for this study so I could listen to and see what 
was happening in the field and make sense of the stories of my participants (Glesne, 2006). 
Qualitative research allowed me to “get at the inner experience of participants, to determine 
how meanings are formed through and in culture, and then discover rather than test 
variables” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12). I wanted to understand if and how collaboration 
was occurring by documenting thick, rich descriptions of teacher experiences with 
collaboration at their schools.
The methodology 1 used for this study was grounded theory since “a theory is not 
available to explain (the) process” (Creswell, 2007, p. 66). According to Creswell, 
“grounded theory providefs] for the generation of a theory (complete with a diagram and 
hypothesis) of actions, interactions, or processes through interrelating categories of 
information based on data collected from individuals” (p. 63). Collaboration models that 
are available have not been completed and/or were not developed or tested on the 
population I sought to study (Friend & Cook, 2010; John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996);
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therefore, grounded theory was best suited to the development o f a theory o f classroom 
teacher and ELL specialist collaboration (Creswell, 2007, p. 66).
Constructivist Approach to Grounded Theory Design
In order to generate a theoretical model, a constructivist approach to grounded 
theory was chosen as the methodological framework (Charmaz, 2006). According to 
Charmaz, “a constructivist approach places priority on the phenomena of study and sees 
both data and analysis as created from shared experiences and relationships with 
participants and other sources of data” (p. 130). Charmaz also notes, “Analysis is 
contextually situated in time, place, culture, and situation” (p. 131). These qualitative 
approaches were most appropriate for this study because I had “the desire to step beyond 
the known and enter into the world o f participants, to see the world from their perspective 
and in doing so make discoveries that contribute to the development of empirical 
knowledge” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 16). The constructivist approach worked well for 
this study because in looking for patterns of collaboration in three schools, I realized 
there are situational contexts which may limit the generalizability to other schools. 
However, the findings of this study informed a theory based on the culture and contexts 
in which they existed.
One of the challenges to grounded theory is that all other theories and models 
need to be “set aside . . .  so that the analytic, substantive theory can emerge”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 68). Maxwell (2005) cautions researchers not to disregard the 
theoretical framework, however, also not to rely too heavily upon it. He argues, “Every 
research design needs some theory of the phenomena you are studying, even if it is only a 
common sense one, to guide the other design decisions you make” (p. 46). Maxwell also
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warns researchers not to “impose theory on the study, shoehoming questions, methods, 
and data into preconceived categories and preventing the researcher from seeing events 
and relationships that don’t fit the theory” (p. 46). In this study, the theoretical framework 
discussed in the literature review formed a lens for me to better understand collaboration; 
however, the model developed as a result o f my study differs from the models described 
in the literature review for several reasons:
1. The other models were not developed with classroom teachers and ELL 
specialists in mind.
2. The results of my data required the development of a new model.
Thus, the theory that emerged from this study was grounded in the data. It was, however, 
impossible to completely set aside all the experiences, knowledge, and assumptions I 
brought into this study as I developed the methodological framework, analyzed the data 
from participants, and developed the model (Anfara & Mertz, 2006).
Procedure
Entry Into the Field
The research sites for this study were three urban elementary schools in one 
school district located in the eastern United States, which I refer to as “Green Leaf,”
“Blue Creek,” and “Red Oak.” They were chosen via purposeful sampling and 
networking (Bogden & Biklen, 2003; Maxwell, 2005). The selection of schools was 
purposeful; I had several criteria for choosing them. First, they had to have an established 
ESOL program. I found this information in an online search of schools with ESOL 
programs in the local school districts. Consideration was made to the location, since 
transportation time to the site had to be planned in order to be able to meet family
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obligations. Once I found elementary schools with an ESOL program within the two 
school districts in my area, I searched school websites for those which claimed to have a 
collaborative school. However, upon completing a rather extensive research proposal for 
each of the school districts, it took four more months to secure locations for the study. 
Originally, I had intended to conduct research in two different school districts; however, 
one school district never responded to the request to research. After numerous attempts to 
contact the person responsible for reviewing the proposals, I discovered she no longer 
worked in that capacity, and the new person had not been hired. Each time I contacted the 
district office responsible for outside research, I was told someone would return my call. 
No one ever did.
Two months into the school year, I focused all of my efforts on the second school 
district. This was not an easy task, either. I first had to make it past the “gatekeepers” 
(Seidman, 2006, p. 43). According to Seidman, “when interviewers try to contact 
potential participants whom they do not know, they often face gatekeepers who control 
access to those people” (p. 43). In this study, the gatekeepers were the school secretaries. 
They would rapidly take my name and phone number and tell me I would receive a call at 
the principal’s earliest convenience. However, the principals of the schools I chose did 
not return my phone calls or respond to my emails. This placed me in a predicament 
because the district research protocol required the approval of the principals before 
approving my study. After months of failed attempts by making calls, sending emails, 
and making visits to schools, I began a different approach. I networked.
I met a neighbor who knew principals in the school district. After asking for 
recommendations of schools and principals to work with, I began calling those principals.
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The first principal did not return my phone call nor email; however, at a school function, 
I happened to be standing behind her in line to sign up for parent teacher conferences. 
Her daughters were in my daughter’s class! I recognized her name on the paper and 
introduced myself. She was very apologetic about not responding and told me it was 
because the beginning of the year is so hectic. She called me the next day, but after 
talking with her, I discovered her school was also having a difficult time figuring out the 
best way for the ELL teacher and classroom teachers to collaborate. Her school was not 
a match for my research interests; however, she offered assistance by telling me the 
schools in the district that were known for their collaborative efforts between ELL and 
classroom teachers. She also told me to contact the principals and tell them she 
recommended I contact them. The networking was successful! I secured three schools by 
contacting principals in the area who had connections to each other.
With approval of principals, I then awaited approval of the district, which took 
another two months. One issue was the district wanted a copy of the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approval before granting access to me; however, before the IRB would 
officially approve the study, I needed the district’s approval. Thankfully this predicament 
was resolved when the IRB allowed me to submit their approval with the condition that 
the district must approve before commencing the study.
Locations
The study took place in three urban schools in one school district. Table 1 
provides demographic information on the schools. Included are the total enrollment and 
ELL enrollment figures, the percentage o f ELLs to total student enrollment, the ethnicity 
o f the students, English proficiency data, free and reduced rate lunch data, and the
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percentages of ELLs passing the state’s standardized tests o f English and math at each 
school. The data are based on the 2009-2010 school year.
Table 1. Demographics o f Blue Creek, Red Oak, and Green Leaf Elementary Schools.
Blue Creek Red Oak Green Leaf
Total K-6 Enrollment 919 986 673
Total K-6 ELL Enrollment 87 466 318






Black: 2.83% 5.68% 8.02%
Hispanic: 8.81% 48.88% 50.97%
White: 58.11% 25.46% 14.26%
Other: 6.75% 6.80% 4.61%
English Proficient 84.98% 44.42% 34.77%
Limited English Proficient 15.02% 55.58% 65.23%
Free & Reduced Lunch Rate 13.49% 58.82% 64.19%
Percentage of ELLs passing 
English
97.00% 86.00% 91.00%
Percentage of ELLs passing 
Mathematics
93.00% 77.00% 84.00%
Blue Creek Elementary School. Blue Creek Elementary enrolled 919 students who 
mostly came from a large middle class neighborhood. Over half of the students were
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White, and almost one fourth of students were Asian/Pacific Islander. Hispanic students 
comprised less than 10% of the school. Only 13.49% of students qualified for free or 
reduced lunch. Most of the ELLs were Korean, followed by Hispanic heritage students. 
There were also students from China, Vietnam, Thailand, and India.
Red Oak Elementary School. Red Oak Elementary enrolled 986 students 
representing over 40 countries and 20 languages. Almost one half of the students were 
Hispanic and one fourth were White. Approximately 13% came from homes with an 
Asian heritage. Almost one half of the students were enrolled in the ESOL program. Over 
one half of students qualified for free or reduced lunch rates.
Green Leaf Elementary School. Green Leaf Elementary enrolled 673 students. 
Green Leaf was a neighborhood school located only a few miles from Blue Creek 
Elementary; however, it served a demographically different population of students. 
Almost one half of the students were ELLs, and approximately 15% of students were 
White. Over one half of the students were Hispanic, while almost one fourth of the 
students were Asian. More than 60% of students qualified for free or reduced lunch.
Though there were differences in the demographic compositions of each school, 
there were also similarities. All three schools had ESOL programs to service their ELLs. 
Each school’s ELL population made AYP the year o f the study; one way AYP is met is 
through state-mandated English and mathematics examinations which test grade-level 
standards in those subjects. A majority of ELLs passed the tests, with Red Oak having the 
lowest passing rates in English at 86% and mathematics at 77%. Blue Creek had the 
highest scores of 97% in English and 93% in mathematics, and Green Leaf scored in the 
middle with 91% passing English and 84% passing mathematics. Another similarity at
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the schools was that the teachers and administrators at each of the sites were committed
to collaborating to support their ELL populations.
Participants
By theoretically sampling, I “selected a sample of individuals to study based on 
their contribution to the development of the theory” (Creswell, 2007, p. 240). I contacted 
the principals of Red Oak, Green Leaf, and Blue Creek and informed them of my desire 
to recruit the administrator, 1-3 ELL specialists, 5-10 classroom teachers, and their 
support personnel to participate in my study. I told them of my preference for educators 
who were formally collaborating to help ELLs. The participation of the collaborating 
ELL specialists was purposeful (Seidman, 2006, p. 52) in that they were essential to the 
study. I did not have complete control over who I chose, however. The principals asked 
their ELL specialists to determine who would participate according to my guidelines, and 
the ELL specialists contacted me via email and told me of their agreement to participate. 
They also told me which classroom teachers had agreed to participate. I originally wanted 
1-3 ELL specialists and 5-10 classroom teachers, but I quickly realized I was very 
fortunate to get the 3 ELL specialists and 6 classroom teachers who agreed to participate. 
One of the six classroom teachers and one of the three principals who originally agreed to 
participate did not respond to my request to interview, so classroom teachers completing 
this study totaled five and two principals were interviewed. One principal told me that he 
receives over 200 emails a day and about 20 research requests per day. All principals 
were concerned about my research taking away from instructional or planning time and 
told me of the demands on their teachers, so teachers had to make the final decisions on
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whether and when they wished to participate. One of the ESOL coordinators for the 
district was very helpful and agreed to participate in the study.
In Table 2, the demographics of the participants are depicted. All participants 
taught in the same school district. All of the teachers were female. One o f the principals 
was male, and the ELL district director was male. Years of experience in education 
ranged from 1 year to over 30 years. None o f the classroom teachers had any formal ELL 
education; however, they had on the job training and experience and two described 
having life experience since they grew up ELLs themselves. All teachers were certified 
within their field.
Blue Creek Elementary (Ana, Kate, Janet). Ana was an ELL teacher with five 
years experience teaching ELLs at Blue Creek Elementary. This year she taught first, 
third, and sixth grade ELLs. Ana collaborated with many teachers including the other 
ELL teacher and other resource teachers in the school. For example, she worked with the 
reading specialists and special education teachers to find appropriate materials, scaffold 
assignments, and adapt assessments. Ana served her ELLs using various models 
(co-teaching, pull-out, and hybrid -  where she pushed in and pulled out during the same 
class), depending on her schedule, the number of students, and their needs.
In the past, Ana served ELLs mostly in a pull-out model; however, this year she 
and Kate, a third grade classroom teacher, decided to try a co-teaching model. Kate, who 
had over 30 years experience, attended a professional development conference on reading 
and writing practices with Ana over the summer. When Ana discovered there were only a 
few ELLs in the third grade this year, she and Kate decided to place them all into
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Kate’s classroom and co-teach. Since all third grade ELLs could be placed in one general 
education classroom, all of Ana’s time devoted to third grade was focused on one class. 
Because of their co-teaching situation, Ana and Kate met frequently to discuss students’ 
needs and plan for instruction.
Janet was the principal of Blue Creek. She had over 30 years of experience in the 
field of education. The teachers at Janet’s school spoke highly of her dedication to 
helping teachers find the resources to teach all of their students. Janet expected her 
teachers to collaborate and had established “Boyer Groups” where teachers were 
empowered as leaders to decide a topic they would like to explore and met during 
specified times to plan and meet goals based on professional development around that 
topic (Boyer, 1995). The year o f this study, Janet won a national award recognizing her 
as an outstanding administrator.
Red Oak Elementary (Alice, Elle, Rita, Marla, Jack). Alice was an ELL teacher at 
Red Oak Elementary with over 15 years teaching experience. She shared the 
responsibility o f 70 third grade ELLs with another part-time third grade ELL teacher. She 
recognized with the number of ELLs they had, it was difficult, if not impossible, to 
effectively support each of the students. The ELL specialists gave the most attention to 
the students with the greatest needs. However, she claimed, “we’ll collaborate with the 
teachers to make sure the standards and other components of the curriculum are being 
met, and everybody’s being provided for with the curriculum.” Alice pushed into the 
general education classroom and worked with other third grade classroom teachers 
including Elle, Marla, and Rita. At times Alice co-taught; sometimes she worked with 
small groups within the general education classroom, and other times she pulled the
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students out for small group instruction in her ELL classroom. The teachers and principal 
in this group were a part of the same PLC team, and they met once a week to discuss 
students’ needs. There were also other teams that were formed according to professional 
learning needs.
Jack was the principal at Red Oak. He had 20 years o f experience in education 
and 4 years of experience working with ELLs. In his capacity as administrator, Jack 
wanted to strengthen the PLCs that were already established when he arrived at Red Oak. 
The first year, he and the other administrators and literacy coaches joined the PLCs to 
observe and listen. The next year, they became active participants of the teams and made 
sure there was time built in for teams to meet with structured protocols to follow.
Green L ea f Elementary (Amber, Maria). Amber was a first and second grade ELL 
teacher at Green Leaf Elementary with two years experience as a classroom teacher. She 
also had experience working with ELLs abroad and in a local daycare. Amber worked 
collaboratively with Maria, a second grade teacher who had four years o f teaching 
experience. Maria grew up in a Spanish-speaking household, so she also had life 
experience as an ELL.
Amber and Maria were young, vibrant teachers who seemed to be friends, as 
evidenced by their smiles and discussions about their personal lives after school. It was 
their second year working together, and they both stated they felt comfortable with their 
arrangement. Another benefit to working two years in the same setting was Amber knew 
the curriculum, standards, and materials better. They described their service model as a 
co-teaching model. Amber pushed into the general education classroom every day during 
the language arts block. Students were divided into instructional reading level groups and
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were assigned to different centers. Amber was at one station and Maria was at another, 
both providing guided reading instruction. However, each had a different focus for the 
day. For example, Maria focused on fluency while Amber worked on decoding words. 
The rest o f the class worked in self-managed centers during this time. Maria set a timer 
and when it buzzed approximately 15 minutes later, students moved to the next center. 
Maria and Amber decided it was best for all students to be grouped according to reading 
level versus by ELL determination. This way, Amber stated, “the kids don’t feel singled 
out and it all happens in the classroom which is nice -  the inclusion.” Amber worked in 
another second grade classroom which was structured similarly. She also worked with 
first graders who were pulled out for instruction based on their needs; she pushed into 
their classroom sometimes.
Maria and Amber attended a PLC each week with other teachers and specialists 
who taught second grade students. Also, sometimes the principal came, but if she did not 
the team sent their minutes to her. Time was scheduled specifically for the purpose of 
PLC meetings. At the beginning of the year there was a faculty meeting to explain the 
expectations and norms of the PLCs. Notes of the meetings were taken each week and 
sent to the principal and the leadership team by the secretary of the PLC, which happened 
to be Amber.
Amber also had a common planning time with the second grade team. This 
allowed her the time to meet with Maria and the other second grade teacher; however, it 
prohibited her from meeting with the first grade teacher during planning time. Amber 
often planned with the first grade teacher via email.
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The principal of Green Leaf came to the first meeting in which I introduced 
myself and went through the details of my study, including the IRB requirements. She 
offered her support, initially agreed to an interview, and allowed me to come and go to 
complete my study. When it was time to interview her, she did not respond to my calls or 
emails. When I saw her at school, she avoided me after my calls to interview her.
Seidman (2006) advises, “The interviewer must strike a balance between too easily 
accepting a quick expression of disinterest from a potential participant and too ardently 
trying to persuade a reluctant one that she or he really should paricipate” (p. 54). One 
day, she saw me coming down the hall and turned around to go back into her office. I do 
not know if she was hiding from me so she would not have to do an interview; however, I 
decided to give up on trying to beg for an interview.
District ELL Administration (Al). A1 was one of three district ELL coordinators. 
He had over 21 years o f experience teaching Spanish, ESOL, and working in 
administration. Al was the official district sponsor for my research, though he told me I 
had to find my own participants. I interviewed him to get a glimpse of the view of ELL 
and classroom teacher collaboration from a district adminstrator’s viewpoint.
Consent and Confidentiality
During the first meeting with the participants, I handed out the IRB approved 
consent form (Appendix B), reviewed the study and consent form, then had them sign the 
form. I asked the participants to make sure they understood the terms of the agreement, 
including informed consent, confidentiality, and potential risks of the study. They also 
were informed that they would be given pseudonyms. Permission to audio tape 
interviews was sought. I then gave participants a copy of the form.
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Data Sources, Collection, and Analysis
After gaining consent, I began collecting data during brainstorming sessions, 
observations, and interviews. The number and length of observations, interviews, and 
brainstorming sessions was limited by the amount of time teachers had in their schedules 
to accommodate my study. For example, there were test schedules, holidays, and other 
non-instructional times that would not be conducive to the study. Since administrators did 
not want me taking much instructional and planning time away from teachers, I was very 
flexible and visited at times convenient for the participants. There were 14 total 
interviews ranging from 30-60 minutes each, 5 full day observations including all of the 
teachers, 4 after school meetings which lasted approximately 1 hour each, and 4 
brainstorming sessions which lasted approximately 30 minutes each. Analysis began 
immediately upon collecting data.
During the first data collection session at Red Oak and Green Leaf, I was placed 
on the PLC agenda. The teachers and principals were in attendance. At Blue Creek, I 
scheduled a meeting with the principal and later attended a planning meeting with Ana 
and Kate. After going through the IRB consent form, I gave each participant a sheet of 
paper to brainstorm the word “collaboration.” (See Appendix C for an example of the 
brainstorming web.) Participants were asked to write down what they thought 
collaboration meant, so I could determine if the teachers were operating under similar or 
different definitions of collaboration. This also helped me to begin coding the data and 
refine interview questions. This initial brainstorming session lasted approximately 30 
minutes.
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In addition to the brainstorming webs, I asked participants to turn the paper over 
and add their contact information. Instead of asking for email addresses and phone 
numbers, I asked for the best way to contact them. Most of the participants listed their 
email addresses. I then contacted each of the participants, according to their preferred 
mode o f communication, to set up times for observations.
Observations were conducted by shadowing each ELL teacher to get an 
impression of the daily collaboration between ELL and classroom teachers occurring at 
Red Oak, Green Leaf, and Blue Creek. In other words, I followed each of the ELL 
specialists to each of their classes and then to meetings at the end of the day. I shadowed 
Ana and Amber for one full day each. There was a collaborative project occurring 
between the ELL teacher and the classroom teacher at Red Oak, so I shadowed Alice for 
three days to see the completion o f the collaborative project, and to witness the creation 
of a newly implemented collaborative project. I also observed a PLC meeting at Red Oak 
and Green Leaf. There were two different types of meetings I observed at Blue Creek; 
one was a grade-level team meeting and the other was a planning meeting. During 
observations, detailed notes were written in color-coded field journals: blue for Blue 
Creek, green for Green Leaf, and red for Red Oak. Observations were immediately 
transcribed on my laptop and later coded by questioning what I observed.
I interviewed each classroom teacher once, each ELL teacher twice, the district 
ELL coordinator once, and the principals of Blue Creek and Red Oak once. Interviews 
averaged about 45 minutes. My interviews were completed using a semi-structured 
approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I had a set of sample questions before the study 
began (Appendix D). These structured questions helped to “ensure the comparability of
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data across individuals, times, settings . . (Maxwell, 2005, p. 80). However, 
“individuals, in their own right, were accepted as significant commentators on their own 
experience” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2002, p. 6). Understanding each participant had his or 
her own stories to tell, I was flexible with the interviews and changed the structure or 
questions of the interviews as necessary. I used the data from both the brainstorming 
session and the observations to formulate questions for the interviews, consulting the 
sample set. For example, some of the sample questions had been answered during the 
brainstorming or observations, and some events that occurred during observations needed 
clarification. Using a semi-structured approach gave me the flexibility to ask questions 
needed to answer my questions, while still maintaining a sense of structure. These 
interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed.
Analysis
In grounded theory, it is appropriate to begin analyzing data while still collecting 
data (Creswell, 2007, p. 64). According to Creswell, “this process of taking information 
from data collection and comparing it to emerging categories is called the constant 
comparative method o f anaysis” (p. 64). I began analyzing the data from the 
brainstorming webs by placing all of the papers in a row and open coding, or determining 
which categories emerged, by “digging beneath the surface to discover the hidden 
treasures contained within data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 66). After the original 
categories were formed, I went back and axial coded the data, meaning I went “back to 
the data and created categories to focus on, and then went back to the data and created 
categories around this core phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 64). On a large whiteboard, 
I created a brainstorming web to help make sense of all the data. I read each of the
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participant’s webs, and added words or phrases that symbolized a category that was 
formulated during axial coding. For example, “plan to meet the needs of the students” 
was on one paper, “students’ needs/strengths” was listed on another paper, and “how best 
to help students” was on another. “Meeting students’ needs” became a category. I 
continued reviewing the brainstorming webs and used tally marks to show me which 
ideas were mentioned most frequently. I branched off of the concept bubbles to 
distinguish the subcategories “that represent multiple perspectives about the categories” 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 160). For example, “sharing” was an initial code. There were many 
ideas participants listed for what they shared, including “ideas,” “resources,” and 
“responsibilities.” These became the subcategories, which were “provisional at this 
point” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 187). Eventually, the categories and subcategories 
were condensed to six major themes that described collaboration in this study.
While observing, I took detailed notes in field journals. I later came home and 
typed the journal entries. While reading my notes from the observations, I jotted down or 
typed memos. Corbin and Strauss (2008) define memos as “a specialized type of written 
records -  those that contain the product of our analyses” (p. 117). They suggest “asking 
questions, making comparisons, throwing out ideas, and brainstorming” (p. 170) while 
memoing. While rereading the observations with the memos, I coded the data by asking 
questions about what I saw and wanted to know more about. Also, to make sense of the 
data, I jotted down what I thought was happening, and during interviews I asked 
participants if my perceptions of the observation were correct. I also thought about the 
brainstorming webs to compare the concepts from that data to see if there were any 
consistencies or discrepancies. The analyzed data on the brainstorming web and from the
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observations were used to help guide question formulation and revision for the 
interviews.
After interviewing each participant, I transcribed the recorded interviews and read 
through the participants words, circling or underlining keywords and phrases and began 
to “break apart the data and delineate concepts to stand for blocks of raw data” (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, p. 198). I also wrote keywords on the transcription. During open coding, I 
utilized the data analysis technique called “keywords in context” where I considered the 
words before and after the keywords, especially in instances where the context was 
necessary to ensure I was understanding how the participant intended to use the word 
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 566). Memos and notes were written in the margins. 
Some of the codes that resulted from this stage were in vivo codes which “capture the 
actual words used by the participants” (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 576). For 
example, “two heads are better than one” captured the essence of this project, so I kept 
the words o f several participants and used the phrase as an in vivo code, which became 
part of the title.
The interviews were “a virtual window on experience” (Holstein & Gubrium, 
2002, p. 10). While reading back through interviews, I “reflected on essential themes, 
[that] constituted the nature of this lived experience” (Creswell, 2007, p. 59). I asked 
myself, “What is important?” “What does all of this mean?” “So what?” As I pondered 
these questions, I made memos and jotted them down on the side of the transcription. 
Then I began relating the codes across interviews. After open coding and axial coding of 
the interviews were completed, I began “the final step, selective coding” (Creswell, 2007, 
p. 65). During this phase of analysis, I gathered my field notes from the observations, the
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brainstorming webs, and the interview transcriptions. I reread all of the data, searching 
for common categories and themes. I utilized a data analysis strategy known as 
taxonomic analysis in order to get the big picture by organizing the data into a diagram 
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). I drew a brainstorming web on a large whiteboard and 
began creating categories from all of the codes. Some categories were already developed 
throughout the process of “constant comparison” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), meaning I 
constantly compared data to other data looking for similarities and differences. Some of 
those categories were revised depending on what made sense in the data. From the large 
brainstorming web, I created a matrix that included the codes, categories, and themes 
developed by analyzing the data (see Table 3 in Chapter IV: Results).
After completing the matrix, I began looking at the theory that emerged from this 
study. In order to better develop the theoretical model, I used one of Corbin and Strauss’ 
tools called “The Paradigm” (2008, p. 89; Creswell, 2007, p. 293). According to Corbin 
and Strauss, “the paradigm is a perspective, a set of questions that can be applied to data 
to help the analyst draw out the contextual factors and identify relationships between 
context and process” (p. 89). Though it might seem stifling (Charmaz, 2006), especially 
to a qualitative researcher, I found this tool helped me make sense of the data, especially 
since I was trying to create a “model for integrating structure with process” (Corbin & 
Strauss, 1998, p. 89 & p. 229). Corbin and Strauss’ paradigm can be described as having:
1. Conditions, which answer why, when, how, and what happens.
2. Actions/Interactions, which are what happens due to the conditions.
3. Consequences, which are the outcomes of the actions/interactions.
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Morrow and Smith (as cited in Creswell, 2007, pp. 285-308) adapted Corbin and 
Strauss’ paradigm using the following terminology: causal conditions, phenomena, 
context, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. They also included a visual 
representation demonstrating the relationship between the processes. In this study, I 
borrowed Corbin and Strauss’ (1998) paradigm model and Morrow and Smith’s visual 
representation o f the processes. I used some of their terminology to describe the 
processes demonstrating collaboration in the three schools; however, some terms were 
modified to capture the essence of the themes emerging from the data and some were 
changed after discussions with my committee. I generated a model of teacher 
collaboration by considering the relationships among codes and themes emerging from 
the data in my study and relating the ideas to the paradigm model framework. I used the 
following terms to depict the collaboration process:
1. Core Phenomena: The main topic being studied, collaboration between 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists, and the participants’ definition 
depicting their beliefs o f what collaboration meant.
2. Causal Conditions: The reasons or rationale of why collaboration existed at the 
sites.
3. Contextual Conditions: The socio-cultural conditions that existed at the sites of 
the study, which in this case supported the actions and interactions at the 
schools.
4. Interfering Conditions: The conditions that existed which negatively 
influenced collaborative actions and interactions at the schools.
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5. Actions and Interactions: The collaborative practices that were happening at 
the schools.
6. Outcomes: The consequences of the collaborative actions and interactions. 
When analyzing the data, I found the paradigm model to be useful in helping me 
demonstrate the processes that affected collaboration at the three schools.
Validity Issues and Trustworthiness
Validity threats are the ways in which an analysis may be wrong (Maxwell, 2005). 
According to Maxwell, validity refers to “the correctness or credibility of a description, 
conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (p. 106). There were 
numerous ways I tried to minimize threats to validity, including checking my bias, keeping 
an audit trail, performing member checks, debriefing with peers, providing rich 
descriptions, and triangulating data and methods.
First, I made sure any biases I had were considered during this study. I went into 
the field open-minded. I kept an audit trail of all observations, interviews, and 
brainstorming sessions as documentation. I kept memos and reflections in journals and on 
transcripts and reviewed them to see if my perceptions had changed throughout the study. 
As a human, it is impossible to eliminate all biases; however, by performing member 
checks I could see if my perceptions of the participants’ experiences were correct. To 
complete the member check, I sent all participants a copy of the collaboration model 
generated from the data at the conclusion of this study. I asked participants to review the 
model and to send any comments or concerns to me via email. Also, I asked them if they 
had any additional comments since it was the end of the school year. There were no 
criticisms to the results and comments were positive. Also, while attending a professional
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conference, I completed a peer review by sharing my data with others involved in the 
ELL field, especially those with a keen interest in ELL and classroom teacher 
collaboration. Feedback was positive.
By triangulating the data collected from observations, interviews, and 
brainstorming sessions, I was able to see the theory emerging was consistent throughout 
the process (Maxwell, 2005, p. 112). By interviewing and observing administrators, ELL 
specialists, and classroom teachers, I was able to get the “rich data” from the points of 




The purpose of this study was to discover the experiences o f classroom teachers 
and ELL specialists regarding collaboration in order to generate a theoretical model that 
may help schools better serve their ELL population. My inquiry was guided by the 
following research questions:
1. What does classroom teacher and ELL specialist collaboration look like?
What are the outcomes of collaboration?
2. If there is a formal systematic approach to collaboration, what is it? How did 
this collaboration form, and how is it sustained? Can a model be generated to 
demonstrate collaborative processes?
In this chapter, the results of the study are examined. After discovering during the 
pilot study that teachers were not collaborating in a formal systematic manner, I decided 
it was important to determine if there was such a phenomenon in education. I found the 
answer to be “yes, there is a formal systematic approach to collaboration.” However, 
teachers on a daily basis also relied upon informal collaboration. This section describes 
how and why teachers at Blue Creek, Red Oak, and Green Leaf formally and informally 
collaborated, the conditions that enabled and limited collaboration, and the outcomes as 
perceived by the participants.
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There was not a specific model of collaboration operating at any of the schools; 
therefore, it was necessary to create a theoretical model of collaboration grounded in the 
data collected during this study. The model of collaboration is described in this chapter. I 
begin with discussion of what collaboration looked like.
Research Question One: What Does Classroom Teacher and ELL 
Specialist Collaboration Look Like?
The following is an account of the collaborative interactions at Blue Creek 
Elementary between the ELL teacher, Ana, and third grade classroom teacher, Kate, as 
well as the supporting role of the principal, Janet. Although the other two schools in the 
study had more ELLs and higher poverty levels, Ana and Kate’s story exemplifies what 
effective collaboration can look like despite having only two ELL specialists to serve 
seven grade levels. “Effective” in this case refers to collaboration that promoted desirable 
outcomes as perceived by the participants in this study.
As I mentioned before, Ana and Kate began their collaborative partnership several 
summers ago when they, with their principal’s support, attended a writing workshop 
together. They became so enthusiastic about the new teaching ideas they learned, they 
decided to work together as a team to implement the practices. Ana said, “It seemed a 
whole lot less scary with the two of us working on it.” Kate and Ana asked the 
administration to schedule third grade ELLs into Kate’s class, and to schedule Ana into 
the language arts period so they could co-teach the lessons.
Ana and Kate’s administrator, Janet, supported “teacher leaders.” According to 
Rosenholtz (1989), teachers in collaborative schools are trusted by their principals to be 
leaders and encourage colleagues to help each other to be successful. Janet felt her
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position was to allow teachers the flexibility to be creative decision makers. Ana and 
Kate demonstrated to Janet through different assessments what their students needed, and 
they found research-based practices they wanted to try with the students; Janet provided 
logistic and financial support to help them accomplish their goals.
Ana and Kate, along with several other teachers who attended the summer 
workshop, decided to model mini-lessons for other teachers in the area adjoining all the 
third grade classrooms, called “the pod.” Kate called these sessions “rare opportunities to 
watch colleagues teach.” These “pod sessions” became so popular other teachers decided 
to share successful strategies from their classrooms. In discussing the characteristics of 
schools with PLCs, DuFour and Baker (1998) mention, “Reflection and dialogue were 
also essential to the workings of the school. For example, all teachers benefited from peer 
observation. Teachers created reading clubs that reviewed and discussed books and major 
articles on teaching and learning” (p. 37). In addition to peer observation, Ana and Kate 
said in their PLCs they choose books and articles related to what they are working on or 
would like to know more about to improve their practice.
Using research-based practices, Ana and Kate created and collected lesson plans, 
graphic organizers, and other activities to support the third grade curriculum standards. 
Kate said, “Ana had an idea of how we all needed to scope and sequence the language 
arts curriculum for the whole year,” so she grouped the standards into units of study. She 
placed the unit plans and activities, which match the goals of the units, sequentially into a 
notebook. The notebooks are three-ring binders with tab dividers to separate each school 
quarter.
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Next, Ana and Kate selected books they wanted to use with specific lessons and 
worked with the reading specialist and principal to get the books ordered. According to 
Kate, “so now teachers not only have the lesson plan but the materials to go with it.” 
Next, Ana and Kate decided to create an “interactive notebook” for the students. In these 
notebooks, students have access to notes, graphic organizers, and other activities. Having 
the notebooks allows students the opportunity to go back in their organized binders to 
review their lessons. Later, the teacher and student notebooks became so popular, the 
third grade team decided to adopt them into the curriculum. The curriculum, which is 
aligned to county and state standards, has been mapped out for the year and can be found 
on a shared computer drive they each can access. Ana said she looks on the calendar to 
see what classroom teachers are working on and plans accordingly. Using the shared 
calendar as a tool also helps teachers communicate when they get behind or ahead of 
schedule.
During an observation, I witnessed Ana and Kate assessing the writing of their 
students together. They determined what areas individual students needed more time to 
develop. During the following lesson, Ana and Kate co-taught. Then Ana took students 
who had been identified as needing additional support, from the writing assessment, back 
to the ELL classroom to work in small groups with her with targeted assistance. Ana and 
Kate have also assessed their efforts with their team, with the reading specialist, and with 
the fourth grade teachers. Kate said other teachers are “really seeing the difference” in the 
students’ achievement. The fourth grade teachers told her they have “the best writers 
they’ve ever had.” Ana believes students are using higher order thinking skills because of 
the way they are teaching now.
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One reason Ana and Kate’s collaboration has been successful, according to Ana, 
is “we like each other.” She said they “play on each other’s strengths.” Kate admits Ana 
is the “global organizer of the two of us” while Ana feels Kate “glues the team together” 
and knows how to make things happen diplomatically.
Ana and Kate’s story demonstrates how collaboration can look when contextual 
conditions are supported by administrators and teachers, and interfering conditions are 
limited (Figure 3). A third grade team co-designed lesson plans, taught each 
other, analyzed data from students’ assessments, and built an interactive notebook 
designed around the standards (using the shared curriculum map) while keeping the 
cultural and linguistic needs of students in mind.
Research Questions One and Two: If There Is a Formal Systematic Approach 
to Collaboration, What Is It? How Did This Collaboration Form, and 
How Is It Sustained? What Are the Outcomes of Collaboration?
I was elated to discover effective collaboration between classroom teachers and 
ELL specialists did exist. Throughout the study, I witnessed and heard stories of the ways 
in which collaboration was occurring at the three schools. The following section 
describes the themes derived from the codes and categories emerging from the data 
(Table 3). The following questions will be answered in this section: If there is a formal 
systematic approach to collaboration, what is it? How did this collaboration form, and 
how is it sustained? What are the outcomes of collaboration?
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Table 3. Codes, Categories, and Themes.
Codes Categories Themes
Common goals and purpose 
Planning to meet students’ 
needs
Supporting each other 
Sharing
ideas/resources/responsibility 
Using assessment data 
Working together; 
communicating
Standards __> Causal Conditions
Assessment 










teachers and ELL 
specialists
Strategic placement of ELLs 
Service delivery models 
# o f classes for ELL specialist 
ELL specialist classroom 
placement
Teacher personalities





Scheduled time for meetings 
Support from administrators 






common ideas about 
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There are six major themes emerging from the data in this study. The themes are 
as follows:
• Participants in this study shared common ideas about the definition of 
collaboration.
• With the current expectations of accountability, teachers found working 
together to meet students’ needs by forming goals addressing standards, 
curriculum, and assessment to be beneficial.
• Contextual conditions existed that promoted effective collaboration.
• There were barriers to collaboration that interfered with collaboration, but to a 
small extent.
• There was a continuum of informal to formal collaborative actions and 
interactions throughout the day.
• Teachers noted positive outcomes resulting from collaboration with colleagues. 
These themes are detailed in the following model of collaboration between classroom 
teachers and ELL specialists. The model demonstrates the relationship between the 
conditions in which collaboration existed, the actions and interactions between the 
teachers, and the outcomes of collaboration as perceived by the teachers.
Theme 1: Participants Shared Common Ideas About the Definition o f  Collaboration.
The central phenomenon being investigated in this study was collaboration 
between classroom teachers and ELL specialists. Based mainly on the results of the 
brainstorming webs, with clarification and explanation from observations and interviews, 
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Figure 3. Model for Classroom Teacher and ELL Specialist Collaboration (adapted from Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Morrow & 
Smith, as cited in Creswell, 2007).
main ideas include planning to meet students’ needs; having common goals and purpose; 
supporting each other; sharing ideas, resources, and responsibilities; assessing; and 
working together/communicating.
Planning to meet students ’ needs. On the brainstorming webs, all participants, in 
their own words, mentioned planning together to meet students’ needs as the main idea of 
collaboration. It was also evident through observations and interviews that meeting 
students’ needs was at the forefront of collaboration, and the teachers planned together in 
order to do this. Jack stated, “It [collaboration] should be figuring out for an individual 
student what they need regardless of who’s working with them . . . it’s them sitting 
down -  looking at their reading level. What do they need? . . . Looking at how the student 
is doing and making changes.” The theme of planning and meeting students’ needs was a 
recurring theme throughout the study.
Having common goals and purpose. Half of the participants mentioned goals were 
integral to collaboration. Alice stated,
I think the most important thing about collaboration is having a common 
goal . . . It’s deciding together where you wanta go next. You base that on looking 
at your student’s data and assessing what the needs are and coming up with plans 
to meet those needs.
Having common goals and a purpose was integral to the teachers’ definition of 
collaboration. It was also an important topic that will be discussed in the sections 
describing the causal conditions, contextual conditions, and actions/interactions of 
collaboration.
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Using assessment data. It was obvious teachers used data from students’ 
assessments to help formulate goals and to determine how to better meet students’ needs. 
Often during planning, teachers relied upon various assessments to determine what goals 
needed to be implemented or revised, including anecdotal evidence, results from 
standardized tests, and formal and informal quizzes, tests, and assignments. Teachers also 
looked for evidence of accomplishments. For example, during an observation, I witnessed 
Ana and Kate going through students’ work and making comments on what they did well 
with and what they needed to work on. Ana picked up a student report and said, “Angie 
did very well with handwriting.” Kate turned to me and said they are focusing on 
handwriting skills, reading, and behavior right now in this class. They also used their 
students’ reading levels while selecting guided reading books. Kate picked up a book and 
said, “Steven and Kensie can do this.” Assessments were an integral part of planning for 
instruction.
Working/communicating together. According to Amber, using assessments to 
create goals to meet students’ needs is a “lofty task” for teachers, which calls for teachers 
to “not talk at, but talk with -  working as equals.” Working together and communicating 
were essential elements to collaboration. Rita mentioned, “Communication is number 
one” and said she and Alice discussed issues respectfully. Kate said, “Together is the 
keyword -  working together, planning together . . . even learning together . . .  be flexible 
together, timesharing and sharing of the responsibilities that come with preparing the 
language arts lessons.” Marla defined collaboration as “colleagues working together to 
figure out a plan for meeting the needs of their shared students.” She mentioned the 
importance of teamwork, which is described in the following transcript:
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Teamwork is [pause] a lot of times I’ll plan the lesson and then either while I’m 
planning or after I’ve told her [Alice] what we plan on doing, she’ll come up with 
all these ideas. For example, maybe I didn’t have enough visuals, so she’ll write 
out words on number strips or she’ll take some math manipulatives to get ready 
for that lesson. Or she’ll draw a diagram of some sort to aid the lesson to make 
sure I have enough visuals.
Marla also commented on how she and Alice “work on one another’s strengths.” 
Communicating together as a team utilizing each other’s strengths was evident during my 
time in the three schools, whether teachers were “stopping by” each other’s classroom, 
visiting in the hall during transition time, or planning during scheduled meetings.
Supporting each other. Teachers supported each other in various ways. Elle
stated,
Sometimes she [the ELL teacher] comes in and supports what I’m doing. 
Sometimes she’s pulling them out, and I’m supporting what she’s doing in here 
after they come back. Other times we’re working together to teach a lesson to the 
whole group. So with planning together, it’s when do we do which thing -  and if 
we’re teaching together how is that going to look and what are we doing with 
that?
I had an opportunity to watch Alice support Elle’s instruction. The following is an 
excerpt from the transcript of an observation done while Elle and Alice were co-teaching, 
which demonstrates how the ELL teacher and classroom teacher collaborated to support 
instruction:
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At 10:10, Alice and I walked very quickly to Elle’s class. There was a loud hum 
of noises from students reading out loud with a partner . . .  When we entered, Elle 
was walking around the room glancing over students’ shoulders while they read. 
She smiled when she saw us enter and told Alice the students were reading a 
paragraph and then stating the summary in 10 words. Elle asked the students to 
stop reading and then explained to them how to do “paragraph shrinking” where 
students read the paragraph, stop, and then tell the main idea in 10 words or less. 
She asked the students what they would call that. Several students called out “the 
main idea.” Alice quietly walked to the chalkboard and wrote “main idea” with 
pink chalk. Elle and Alice walked around the room helping students. At 10:35, 
Alice took four ELLs back to her room to work on a “Problem, Solution, Main 
Idea” graphic organizer.
The ways in which collaboration were occurring between Elle and Alice can lead to a 
discussion of co-teaching models, which is beyond the scope of this paper. For more 
information on co-teaching models, refer to Friend and Cook (2007) and Dove and 
Honigsfeld (2010).
Sharing ideas/responsibility/resources. During collaborative planning and 
instruction, teachers shared ideas, resources, and responsibilities. During an interview, 
Elle described how Alice supported her instruction by sharing ideas, strategies, and even 
lesson plans. Alice, who shared a room with another ELL teacher, shared her expertise 
and materials with other teachers. During one visit, the other ELL teacher was absent, so 
the other teachers’ students joined Alice’s ELL class for the day.
65
Collaboration is a complex process with many different facets, as demonstrated 
by the ideas teachers had about the topic. Referring back to Friend and Cook’s (2007) 
definition, “interpersonal collaboration is a style for direct interaction between at least 
two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision making as they work toward 
a common goal” (p. 7). Participants’ ideas about what collaboration is, as identified on 
the brainstorming webs, during observations, and in interviews, suggested that Friend and 
Cook’s definition holds true for this study.
Theme 2: With the Current Expectations o f  Accountability, Teachers Found Working 
Together to Meet Students ’ Needs by Forming Goals Addressing Standards, Curriculum, 
and Assessment to be Beneficial.
The causal conditions in this study were the reasons collaboration existed. During 
interviews, participants were asked why they collaborated and how it started. The theme 
emerging from the data was that teachers found working together to meet students’ needs 
by forming goals, which addressed standards, curriculum, and assessment, to be 
beneficial, especially due to the current expectations o f accountability.
Meeting ELLs ’ needs in an era o f  accountability. When I asked why teachers 
collaborated, participants all discussed they could better meet their students’ needs by 
working together. Alice mentioned she collaborated to “improve the scores or 
achievement of this student, and then just brainstorm different strategies that will be 
going on and that we will be responsible for . . . it’s like where are we and what do we 
need next as a team to improve and improve our students’ achievement?” During an 
observation of a planning meeting between Ana, Kate, and the reading specialist, I 
witnessed the teachers talking about the goals and objectives of their upcoming lessons
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and the reading levels o f their students. With the reading specialist’s support, they chose 
texts of varying reading levels according to the needs of their students.
Shared goals. Having shared goals and a shared purpose was an imperative at the 
schools and collaboration was essential to their development. Alice described why 
teachers collaborate when she stated,
Collaboration is with the big goal in mind and not with just one lesson but 
thinking about what is this unit and how are we gonna get there -  like what is the 
final thing we hope the children will achieve and they have that ongoing 
dialogue -  the specialists and the teacher, the ESOL teacher and the teacher and 
they see what the end result is not just the daily thing, then I think that 
collaboration will work because they have this common goal.
Rosenholtz (1989) discusses the importance of shared goals, saying they “confer 
legitimacy, support, and pressure not to deviate from norms of school renewal” (p. 7). 
Teachers at the schools had shared goals they collaboratively created and implemented. 
Ana stated,
Each year each (grade level) team comes up with “SMART” goals which are like 
fancy goals. We are really held accountable; they have to be measurable, 
unfortunately with No Child Left Behind, to see how we can increase our test 
scores. We always look for weaknesses in our test scores and see what we can do 
to improve those areas.
According to Sparks (2008), SMART goals are “Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 
Results-Based, and Time-Bound” (p. 35); “it is the reason your team exists” (p. 34). 
Teams co-create these goals based on students’ needs. There was much emphasis placed
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on goals throughout the study; therefore, goals will also be mentioned as part o f the 
rationale for collaborating, as well as why and how collaboration was occurring and 
sustained.
Two is better than one. When I asked Amber why she collaborates, she answered, 
“To kind of learn from each other, and I just think two is better than one. We all have 
different strengths and weaknesses . . .  I think it’s really to help teachers become 
better -  to be able to meet students’ needs.” Amber’s sentiments echoed the views held 
by the other participants. Rosenholtz (1989) states, “When collaborative norms undergird 
achievement-oriented groups, they bring new ideas, fresh ways o f looking at things, and a 
stock of collective knowledge that is more fruitful than any one person’s working alone” 
(p. 41).
Administrators ’ expectations. The administrators at schools and at the district 
level expected teachers to collaborate. Jack said he expected his teachers to “keep track 
of how students are doing and use the time they are together as a team to share strategies, 
think through and better understand the curriculum and kind o f brainstorm, 
troubleshooting with certain students.” According to Al, one of the district’s ESOL 
coordinators,
It’s not just third grade teachers are meeting . . . our team includes the special ed. 
teacher, the ESOL teacher -  our assumption -  our preference -  is they are 
meeting together and doing the planning especially if there is a teacher who is 
struggling with their scaffolding or working with their ESOL students. We’ve had 
good success with the PLC model with teachers saying, hey, I’m not so good at 
XYZ, but you’re the ESOL teacher can you come in and model that?
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Later, A1 mentions another example demonstrating the expectation for teachers to 
collaborate in order to meet students’ needs. He states, “PLCs can get together and say, 
okay, all my students did well on these; all your students did well on these -  and here’s 
where we’re missing and that’s really when they are able to look at students’ work 
positively.” The second example demonstrates it is not just the specialty teacher giving 
knowledge; all teachers have strengths and weaknesses. By collaborating, participants 
help each other bridge gaps in their understanding. A1 calls this “capacity building.” This 
is also the idea o f scaffolding (Wood et al., 1976) knowledge within one’s zone of 
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Following this ideology, teachers who 
collaborate are teaching each other by sharing their expertise with one another.
Aligning curriculum to standards. Janet discussed the importance of collaborating 
to align curriculum with the standards. She stated,
We were looking at the standards and we were looking at the county curriculum 
and looking at how they mesh together and we were pulling out lenses o f okay 
third grade is doing China and Greece -  and at that time fifth grade was covering 
the same ancient cultures. So what lens are we going to look at in third grade 
versus fifth grade? Then we decided on specific lenses at each grade level and 
then trying to make sure we were hitting — so we had everyone together in small 
groups and then presenting out and then going, oh, woah, woah, woah, we have 
too much time and space. We need more whatever.
Rita adds, “We do it based on the curriculum, but I think you get a lot more than just -  I 
mean we get to talk about student behavior issues and other types of collaboration as 
well.” Teachers used the state-adopted standards, and then looked at assessments to
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determine what their students needed to work on to meet those standards. The goals for 
student learning were based on feedback given during collaborative sessions focusing on 
curriculum and instruction.
The causal conditions for collaborating were consistent at the three schools and 
contributed to teacher buy-in. Teachers knew they were expected to collaborate; 
however, they also felt collaboration was beneficial. Kate mentioned if her colleagues 
were forced into collaboration, “you would’ve heard a resounding no.” Instead, the 
teachers seemed to have a grasp on the rationale for working, planning, teaching, and 
collaborating together to form goals for curriculum, instruction, and assessment o f their 
ELLs. They found it was a beneficial practice that promoted teacher learning and growth, 
which in turn impacted student achievement.
Theme 3: Contextual Conditions Existed That Promoted Effective Collaboration.
Contextual conditions must promote collaboration if it is to be successful. The 
process which enabled the collaborative interactions relied heavily upon the contextual 
conditions which existed in the three schools. This section describes that process.
Logistics. First, administrators and ELL specialists worked together to 
strategically place ELLs, considering the service delivery models. For example, at Blue 
Creek, there were only five ELLs in third grade this year. Therefore, Ana and a third 
grade teacher, Kate, decided to serve them through a co-teaching model. If students 
needed extra time to work on an assignment, or if they needed additional support during a 
lesson, Ana pulled them into her classroom where her supplies and materials were 
located. Fler classroom was strategically located near the third grade teacher’s classroom 
so valuable time was not wasted traveling through the halls. This scenario set the stage
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for effective collaboration between the ELL teacher (Ana) and the third grade classroom 
teacher (Kate); however, not all of Ana’s classes were collaboratively taught. This 
impacted collaboration and is discussed under interfering conditions.
At Red Oak, Alice supported her ELLs through a push-in/pull-out model. She 
went into the classroom and worked with students and pulled those ELLs who needed 
additional support. Alice was assigned to work with one grade level located on the 
second floor. Her classroom was conveniently located by the second floor stairwell, 
which enabled all teachers to “stop by” to discuss anything with her as they walked by 
her classroom often during the day. It also did not take much time for the students to walk 
back to Alice’s classroom if needed. Though the distance to her classroom was not far, 
during transition from one place to the next, Alice walked very quickly. She is shorter 
than I am; yet, I had to try to keep up with her because her stride is so fast. She 
commented she did not like to waste a minute of time since time is so limited.
At Green Leaf, Amber is responsible for 45 ELLs. Last year, she did not have 
enough time to push-in to each classroom; however, this year the administration allowed 
her to focus most of her attention on two second grade classrooms. She also has a first 
grade pull-out class; however, most of her attention goes to the two second grade 
classrooms because they exhibited the most need. Amber noticed a difference between 
last year’s collaboration and this year’s when she stated,
I used to do a lot with email last year, but this year I am able to find time to meet 
with them [the teachers], and I just feel like I know the kids better. I have grown a 
lot as a reading instructor just because I’ve gotten to know the books. I’ve gotten
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to know the second grade and where developmentally they are in the classroom. It 
allows me to be closer to the cluster teachers . . .  I really like this model.
It is important for administrators to consider the number of placements for ELL 
specialists in order for them to be able to collaborative effectively. The fewer classrooms 
a teacher has to support, the more collaboration may take place.
Teacher personalities. Janet, the administrator at Blue Creek, believes teacher 
personalities are very important to consider when pairing teachers to work together. She 
states, “You cannot underestimate how critical relationship skills are. I can make 20 
different groupings o f a specialist teacher and a general ed. teacher, and I can tell you 
every time which one is going to be successful . . . it’s really about their personal skills.” 
Teacher personalities impact communication among participants. According to Friend 
and Cook (2010), communication is a complex process that is impacted by the frames of 
reference of all participants. Teachers who are good listeners and who are aware of their 
nonverbal messages are more likely to be better collaborators. (For more information on 
interpersonal skills, see Friend & Cook, 2010.)
When I asked what made the collaboration between Kate and Ana successful, Ana 
responded, “We like each other.” DelliCarpini (2009) states, “Collaboration is a type of 
relationship, and we know from experience that relationships, even professional ones, 
work better when people like and respect each other and can find common ground”
(p. 137). Several necessary personality traits Alice believed to be important were “being 
flexible, being willing to listen to both sides, not being so rigid, taking 
responsibility -  both sides taking responsibility.” Janet questions,
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Are they [the collaborating teachers] able to make a connection to a person at a 
personal level, are they able to make that other person feel safe? If the other 
teacher does not feel safe in that collaboration, it is not going to work. They have 
to feel supported and they have to feel safe . . . They have to feel like this is not 
extra work. It has to feel like they are getting something from the process . . .  it 
has to be a give and take. It’s got to be a very nice dance between the two of you. 
The idea of personal connections, safety, trust, and respect were often identified as 
contextual conditions which must exist in order for collaboration to be successful. 
According to Mattessich, Murray-Close, Monsey, and the Wilder Research Center 
(2001), in order for collaboration to work, participants must:
• have a mutual respect, understanding and trust
• see collaboration as in their self-interest
• have an ability to compromise, (p. 8)
In addition, Mattessich et al. mention groups will be more cohesive if they feel personally 
connected.
Administrator support. The administrator’s role in affecting collaboration cannot 
be overlooked. There were expectations by the local and district administrators for 
teachers to participate in PLCs. However, without administrative support, collaborative 
efforts usually fail. Administrators’ leadership which encourages collaboration starts with 
teachers the administrators hire. Rosenholtz (1989) suggests principals and teachers 
recruit like-minded staff, meaning others who can fit in and share the common goals of 
the school. Janet follows this ideology in her role as principal. She stated,
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You first of all have to make sure you have a group of people that are respecting 
each other and are working well together. And once they are doing that, and you 
give them the freedom to do that, without a lot of constraints then they start 
creating what they need.
Janet’s role of affecting collaboration does not end with making sure her staff works well 
with each other. She also makes sure her teachers have the resources they need to teach 
and collaborate. For example, Kate said,
We [Kate and Ana] went through books this summer, picked out the ones we 
knew we were going to need specific to a lesson. We gave the list to the reading 
teacher; the administration approved it so we started out the year with, you know, 
perfect mentored texts. So as we have passed lesson plans on [to other third grade 
teachers], not only have they had the lesson plans but they have the mentored 
texts to go with it. The administration graciously ordered eight for each teacher, 
so you now have not only the lesson plan but the materials to go with it.
Janet’s teachers, Kate and Ana, also credit her with finding financial support to attend 
professional development workshops, which led to the collaborative relationship between 
Kate and Ana.
Scheduled and structured meetings. At each of the schools, there were scheduled 
times for meetings. Rita explained,
They are scheduled, and they happen, and there is consistency . . .  we have 
literacy meetings every Monday. One Monday a month we have a team meeting 
to talk about everything. And then we have math meetings every Wednesday, and 
we have staff meetings once a month.
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There were also other meetings scheduled into the teachers’ workday. When meetings 
were not scheduled, teachers often did not meet. DuFour and Eaker (1998) tell a story of 
a principal who invited teachers to collaborate and told them he would provide substitute 
teachers to cover classrooms for teachers who want time for collaboration. He was 
shocked that none of the teachers took advantage of his offer. DuFour and Eaker 
explained,
Collaboration by invitation does not work . .  . The isolation of teachers is so 
ingrained in the traditional culture of schools that invitations to collaborate are 
insufficient. To build professional learning communities, meaningful 
collaboration must be systematically embedded into the daily life of school.
(P- 118)
Marla further discusses the importance of having scheduled time for meeting and 
collaborating. She said.
Okay this teacher is working with this teacher . . . let’s sit down and look at the 
schedule and let’s schedule a collaboration time . . .  if  it’s too informal, it might 
happen less and less because it’s easier to keep planning or whatever else is on 
your plate.
Having time scheduled did provide consistency, but I wondered how teachers felt about 
the number of the meetings they were responsible for attending. Rita said, “It does take 
the time away -  the planning time -  but you walk away learning things that you can use 
in the classroom.” Overall, the indication was that collaboration was scheduled, and 
teachers appreciated the opportunity for growth it provided.
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During the PLCs, there were norms and protocols which had been adopted to help 
facilitate the meetings. In their narrative case study, Nelson, Slavit, Perkins, and Hathom 
(2008) found “an explicit reliance on collaborative norms and explicitly using processes 
such as dialogue structured by protocols, distributing leadership responsibilities, and 
co-constructing an inquiry focus based on data analysis helped the group develop and 
maintain an inquiry stance” (p. 1270). When I asked what structures were in place to 
make collaboration at Red Oak work, the principal pinpointed the protected meeting time, 
clear roles for participants, and the established meeting protocols. Though teachers at Red 
Oak did not receive formal training on how to collaborate, they did have a briefing on 
how to establish expectations. Teachers co-created norms and protocols to guide 
expectations of participants in PLC meetings, and they referred to them when necessary. 
There were agendas set at the end of each meeting for the next. Because of the protocols 
and agendas, Alice says, “we feel prepared when we’re coming to meetings, and how we 
interact. It saves us time.” The PLCs were already established when Rita began teaching 
at Red Oak. She had a mentor teacher who helped her when she had a question about 
what she observed in meetings. Rita stated, “Meetings are set in a certain way where 
there is a time to talk and time to listen; there is a very respectful give-and-take.” Because 
the PLC meetings were structured with norms and protocols, teachers knew what to 
expect. For example, at Red Oak, teachers met at the beginning of the school year to 
establish team norms. They decided on the following:
• Appreciate one another’s expertise.
• Engage fully in all learning experiences.
• Invest in your own learning.
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• Open your mind to new ways of thinking.
• Unite in purpose -  improving student learning.
These norms were posted at the top of the PLC agenda. In addition, there was a protocol 
they adhered to during the current meeting, a list o f actions from the previous meeting, 
and a list for future discussions. At Green Leaf, the note-taker maintained a “Professional 
Learning Communities Team Learning Log” which included four questions adapted from 
DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2006, p. 91). These questions were the focus of the 
meeting and guided discussions (Table 4). At Red Oak and Green Leaf, I observed PLCs 
Table 4. Green Leaf Elementary PLC Protocol.
1. What do we want our students to know? 
(Essential Knowledge)
2. How will we know if  and when they 
have learned it? (Common Assessment)
3. How will we respond when they don’t? 
(Instructional Strategies/Sharing, 
Adjustments to Instruction)
4. How will we meet the needs of those 
who “already know”? (Instructional 
Strategies/Sharing, Adjustments to 
Instruction)
following an agenda which closely matched the questions on the Green Leaf Elementary 
PLC protocol form (Table 4). Ana describes PLCs at Blue Creek a little differently. 
Teachers were able to choose which PLC team to join based on interests, such as 
improving students’ writing, in an effort to have cross-grade level groups. Though the 
agendas were different, PLC meetings were structured and planned meetings in all three 
schools.
ELL specialists were also part o f some grade-level planning teams. ELL 
specialists who co-taught with classroom teachers were more likely to co-plan with other 
teachers than those who pulled students. Also, ELL specialists who were assigned
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planning time with a grade level co-planned. Alice was assigned to only one grade level; 
therefore, she had a common planning time with her third grade team. One classroom 
teacher stated, “It was easy to talk to the ELL specialist because she has planning, too.” 
However, because Ana was assigned to three different grade levels and co-taught with 
one classroom teacher in third grade, her weekly focus for team planning was with the 
third grade classroom teacher. Still, however, she made it a point to work on curriculum 
with all classroom teachers of her ELLs. Ana stated, “With both sixth grade teams and 
third grade team we sat down, and we’ll look at the standards and try to create units of 
study rather than just throwing a bunch of stuff at them.” Whenever the ELL teacher was 
a part of the grade-level team, she had the opportunity to use her expertise to share ideas 
about how to better serve ELLs in the classroom, while learning from the classroom 
teachers more about content and events occurring in the grade level.
Common standards and routines. Ana had difficulty co-planning with the first 
grade team due to scheduling conflicts. Since she pulls students out of first grade, she 
found common standards and common routines to be helpful to make sure she was 
covering what the students needed when they left their classroom peers. Because 
teachers’ schedules in first grade were the same, Ana pulled the ELLs during first grade’s 
common language arts time. Also, Ana focused on the first grade language arts standards 
to ensure her ELLs were not missing important content instruction.
Mutual goals. Having mutual long-term and short-term goals was an expectation 
at each of the schools. Alice mentioned, “It’s deciding together where you wanta go next. 
You base that on looking at your students’ data and assessing what the needs are and 
coming up with plans to meet those needs.” Though having long-term goals is
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imperative, Jack reminded me that short-term goals are important to keep people on track 
and allow them opportunities to see success without having to wait until a test at the end 
of the year. He stated, “Sometimes the needs get so big, people get overwhelmed, so 
we’re trying to look at short-term goals because long-term goals get to be overwhelming 
so trying to break that down to feel successful with goals.” Having a culture that valued 
shared goals was a common idea that both required and supported collaboration.
Teacher experience. Experience was often mentioned during interviews and 
became an important contextual factor in collaboration. Experience can have multiple 
meanings in education and was used in a variety of ways during this study. For example, 
some of the participants were first year teachers while others were veterans o f teaching 
with over 30 years of experience. The number of years of teaching was not as important 
to successful collaboration as the sentiment that each teacher had something to give. For 
example, Alice, a more experienced teacher, mentioned she enjoyed helping the new 
teachers with teaching their ELLs, but she also appreciated learning new techniques from 
Elle who brought fresh, new ideas from her recent university experiences. Rita valued the 
support experienced teachers gave her to help her understand the norms and protocols of 
the school. Another important factor was how much experience the teachers had in 
collaborating together. For example, Ana said she and another teacher created a calendar 
on the school’s shared drive where they could manage what was happening in the 
classroom. She stated, “Our collaboration’s really easy now because we’ve been doing it 
for a number o f years.” The teachers, regardless of years of experience, welcomed 
collaboration, and those who had collaborated for a longer time found it became easier.
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School culture. It is difficult to determine whether the culture of collaboration at
the three schools preceded or was a result of the collaboration taking place. Considering 
socio-cultural theory as the theoretical lens, the culture of a school cannot be overlooked 
as a contextual condition. In the three sites for this study, many conditions existed which 
promoted collaboration. Those conditions were based on the beliefs of the participants of 
this study. According to DuFour and Eaker (1998), “the culture of an organization is 
founded upon the assumptions, beliefs, values, and habits that constitute the norms for 
that organization -  norms that shape how its people think, feel, and act” (p. 131). During 
my observations, I could feel and see the collaborative culture. For example, walking into 
Red Oak Elementary for the first time, I jotted notes in my field journal about anything 
that caught my attention. I wrote about parents talking in languages other than English on 
their way into the school, which had signs strategically located with several languages. 
Secretaries were speaking Spanish to several parents. Something else, which seemed 
perhaps insignificant at the time, was a note jotted down describing the murals depicting 
multicultural families on the front of the otherwise plain, old, brick school. I later 
discovered 23 local artists volunteered at the school, and the murals were one of the 
projects they decided to do with the students. Each mural had themes the children 
decided on including peace, hope, fairness, respect, and happiness. There was an obvious 
connection with parents and the community throughout my observations and interviews.
I also observed other ways teachers helped create this positive culture. First, a 
teacher noticed me checking in at Red Oak and said the ELL teacher was expecting me 
and took me to her room, indicating the ELL teacher had talked about my visit. At each 
school, I noticed teachers talking respectfully to each other and to the students. Teachers
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were talking in the hallways, during planning times, and during meeting times. Often the 
conversations were student focused; however, there were also conversations about 
birthdays, get-togethers, and holidays. According to Rita, “This is a very collaborative 
school. . .  it’s sort of almost like the culture of the school. . .  it just sort o f seems to 
happen when you’re here.” The culture could be felt, which is difficult to describe. If I 
were to put the feeling into words, I would say the schools felt energetic, happy, 
comfortable, busy, helpful, good places to work. The involvement of parents and 
community members, along with the comraderie among the teachers, demonstrated the 
culture that existed at the schools was conducive to collaboration.
The contextual conditions described above are those which existed within the 
schools I studied. Though the three school sites differed in size and demographics, the 
contextual conditions were similar. In these cases, they provided strategic support and 
helped sustain collaboration. The next section discusses the conditions that impeded 
collaboration at the schools.
Theme 4: There Were Barriers to Collaboration That Interfered With Collaboration, But 
to a Small Extent.
Though there were many conditions which supported collaboration at the three 
schools, there were also barriers. For example, within a school, an ELL teacher may have 
collaborated formally with one teacher and only consulted periodically with another, 
depending on the contextual and interfering conditions existing in each situation. This 
section describes the barriers which prevented teachers from effectively collaborating in 
some cases, and how those conditions were minimized.
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Time constraints. Time was the first answer that usually came to each 
participant’s mind when I asked what the barriers to effective communication were. 
According to Eaker et al. (2002), “it is fundamentally unfair to teachers to insist that 
collaboration is a priority and then fail to provide them with time to collaborate during 
the school day” (p. 40). Students at the elementary schools in this district are dismissed 
approximately two hours early every Monday so teachers have time for planning and 
meeting. In one school, Monday afternoons are strictly for PLCs. Though time for 
collaboration is generally limited in education settings, especially for ELL specialists 
who work with multiple grade levels, the administrators in this study minimized time as a 
constraint by working with the ELL specialists to schedule their planning time or PLC 
time with grade-level teams. Having a scheduled time where teachers were expected to be 
an active participant at a team meeting helped alleviate the frustrations of the multiple 
tasks teachers are expected to perform during their day.
Logistical and scheduling conflicts. When there were logistical or scheduling 
conflicts, teachers were not always available to collaborate the way they wanted. For 
example, since Ana pulled her first graders out of their classrooms to work in a small 
group on their state language arts objectives, the classroom teacher assignment for ELLs 
was not as critical. Therefore, the ELLs were scheduled into different classrooms. 
Unfortunately, Ana spent 15 minutes walking upstairs to gather five students from five 
different classrooms and walk with them back down to her classroom. The students also 
needed a bathroom break, which took away additional instructional time. When I asked 
about the collaboration with the first grade teachers, Ana stated, “I pull out instruction for 
my first grade students, and I consult with those teachers, but I really don’t do much
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collaboration at all with them. That is pretty much me just pulling them for their language 
arts and for their reading.” When I asked Ana how she knew what they were missing and 
what to teach the students, she stated, “I’m pulling them out during their language arts 
time . . .  I basically know that I am responsible for their reading grade . . .  so I’m 
covering the reading standards for their grade level.” Though Ana had a plan for how to 
instruct the first grade ELLs, conditions did not promote successful collaboration among 
Ana and the first grade teachers. Ana collaborated with the first grade team primarily 
through consultation when necessary.
Cramer (1998) describes consultation within the special education service model 
as designating one person as an “expert,” and “although the idea of an expert had appeal, 
the consultation model was shown to have limitations. These limitations were, in part, 
due to questions raised about measurable benefits” (p. 15). Cramer warns o f several 
problems that exist in a consultation model. First, “a lack o f joint ownership for student 
problems or student growth” (p. 16) may exist. Another problem with consultation is the 
teacher receiving the advice may resent the imposition from the “expert.” Also, the 
“expert” teacher may have less experience than the general teacher. In order for 
successful collaboration to take place, there needs to be a give-and-take of expertise from 
all parties involved.
Teacher personalities. Another interfering condition to effective collaboration 
that was mentioned, though not observed to be a barrier, was teacher personalities. Janet 
stated, “It really has to work between the players or it’s like a bad marriage.” Not all 
collaborative relationships will work (Alee, 1997). Some interactions between teachers 
will be difficult (Friend & Cook, 2010). Teachers may not want to collaborate with others
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who are considered “inflexible” or “too demanding” (Friend & Cook, 2010, p. 295). It is 
inevitable that collaborating teachers will face some sort of conflict. How teachers 
interact during conflict will impact collaboration. Friend and Cook (2010) describe 
several conflict response styles that may affect collaboration, including competitive, 
avoidance, accommodative, compromising, and consensus through collaboration. 
Teachers who are placed in teams where a partner is always competitive, often exerting 
power over the others, will not have a team where everyone feels valued. Avoidance may 
lead to indecision and inaction. While teachers who are accommodating generally have 
positive relationships with colleagues, they may also feel powerless in the team. 
Compromising individuals may feel they never win. Though the most time-consuming of 
the styles, teachers who are on a team where a consensus can usually be reached may feel 
the most included and valued in their team. How teachers communicate and treat each 
other are important aspects not to be overlooked in collaboration. If the teachers on a 
team cannot get along, collaboration will be difficult.
One teacher mentioned “being afraid to ask questions” could be a barrier to 
collaboration. She said her colleagues make her feel very comfortable sharing her 
strengths as well as weaknesses; however, she believes if someone does not belong to an 
accepting team, he or she may not be willing to collaborate. Teachers may not collaborate 
when they feel their self-esteem is threatened (Rosenholtz, 1989). Rosenholtz reasons, 
“Where the uncertainties of teaching threaten to disclose teachers’ or principals’ 
professional inadequacies, they too engage self-defensive tactics to protect their sense of 
control and their social and personal worth (p. 5). Rosenholtz later states, “The less 
ego-endangering teachers’ workplace circumstances, the more they will request and offer
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advice and assistance to accomplish agreed-upon goals” (p. 6). In other words, when 
everyone feels comfortable asking questions, teachers do not feel as vulnerable when 
sharing what they do not know. Along these lines are the concepts of safety, trust, and 
respect which were discussed in the contextual conditions evident at the schools.
Suggestions to reduce barriers. It would be unfair to say interfering conditions 
did not exist at each of the schools in this study. It would also be faulty to assume all 
barriers to collaboration can be eliminated. Instead, it is important to understand what the 
conditions are and to limit them. Rosenholtz (1989) made several suggestions to enhance 
collaboration including:
• “recruiting like-minded staff’ (p. 16)
• creating norms or expectations for collaboration (p. 45)
• creating shared teaching goals (p. 44)
• involving teachers in decision making (p. 44)
• encouraging team teaching (p. 45).
Each of these suggestions stems from research studying the social organization of 
schools. Rosenholtz acknowledges that without the above mentioned structures, teachers 
often teach in isolation, “performing their work independently, showing little concern for 
the professional needs of colleagues” (p. 18). In order to unite faculty into a cohesive 
professional team, steps must be taken to facilitate collaboration by limiting the 
interfering conditions.
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Theme 5: There Was a Continuum o f Informal to Formal Collaborative Actions and 
Interactions Throughout the Day.
The contextual and interfering conditions impacted the actions and interactions of 
the collaborating teachers. During the pilot study, I found teacher interactions mostly to 
be informal due to the conditions which existed at their school. There was not a 
systematic approach to collaboration and, therefore, classroom teachers were not 
coordinating services for ELLs with the ELL teacher. Instead, collaboration consisted of 
quick meetings in the halls or talking when there was a problem. I found myself looking 
for a formal approach, and assumed systematic collaboration would be better than the 
informal collaboration demonstrated in the pilot study. What I found in the dissertation 
study, however, was both formal and informal collaboration were important. The 
following section describes the actions and interactions between classroom teachers and 
ELL specialists that can be thought of as fitting on a continuum from informal to formal 
collaboration represented in Figure 4.
More information needs to be gathered to further develop a “continuum model” 
detailing the frequency and types o f collaboration. Dr. Laura Baecher, a professor at 
Hunter University, New York, and I have created a survey to determine where ELL 
specialists fit on the continuum of informal to formal and limited to extensive in relation 
to the model (push-in, pull-out, co-teaching) the teachers use to serve their ELLs.
Formal collaboration. Formal collaboration included structures of support and 
expectations of the administration. Meetings were scheduled and consistent. Facilitators 
led these planned events with set agendas. PLCs were a type of formal collaboration 
where teachers planned short- and long-term goals and discussed the vision of what and
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how students were learning. The following section describes in further detail some of the 
actions and interactions between teachers during formal collaboration. Because these 
practices can be thought of as fitting on a continuum, it is possible for an action to fit on 
either end of the spectrum, depending on the frequency and degree of collaboration.
Serving on teams and committees. During the study, classroom teachers and ELL 
specialists were on many different teams and committees which met for different 
purposes. There were grade-level meetings, which were sometimes more informal,
Collaborative Teacher Actions and Interactions
Informal Formal
Planning for immediate needs Planning short/long term goals
Discussing details Discussing the big picture
Checking in/stopping by Being scheduled
Meeting briefly before/after 
school/in halls
Planning meetings such as PLCs with 
established protocols/norms/agendas
Initiated by teachers Expected and supported by administration
Occurring when needed Occurring consistently
Figure 4. Collaboration Continuum.
discussing issues such as class field trips, and sometimes formal, discussing goals and 
assessments and designing lessons. These meetings may or may not have been structured; 
however, they were planned and attendance was expected. At Red Oak, there were 
departmental meetings where teachers discussed themes related to their discipline. In all 
three schools, there were PLCs in place, which offered a formal, systematic structure for
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collaboration. PLC times were scheduled, consistent, and an agenda was established with 
norms and protocols to follow.
Setting goals. During formal collaboration, such as PLCs, at each o f the schools, 
teachers met at a scheduled time; there were set goals -  both long-term and short-term. 
Teachers worked together to discuss students and plan for meeting their needs, and 
students were obviously the priority in these settings. Alice said they look at their goals 
as “What is the final thing we hope the children will achieve?” and “How are we going to 
get there?”
Learning from each other. Formal collaboration enables teachers to learn from 
each other. Amber describes how teachers in PLCs bring in ideas that worked in the 
classroom. Other teachers try out the technique and report back to the group to let them 
know what worked and what did not work. Additional suggestions are then discussed. 
Elle mentioned she understands how to teach ELLs better from her collaboration with 
Alice, while Alice discussed learning new practices for teaching reading from Elle. 
Amber mentioned,
You could probably tell from our PLC there’s a lot of support and the more 
information you get from people the better. I think we learn the most when we 
share the things we are doing in our classroom, or well have you tried this with 
this child? It worked for one of my kids.
This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) view of learning. By supporting each other and 
scaffolding areas of weakness, teachers were able to learn from each other.
Participants at Blue Creek also mentioned they were often expected to read a 
specific article or a book before PLC meetings. For example, Ana mentioned new
teachers were expected to read about the philosophy of the school, which pertained to 
Boyer’s Basic School Concept (1995) (Table 5). New teachers were part of a PLC team 
devoted to reading and discussing the philosophy. In addition, during Kate’s upcoming 
PLC meeting, all team members were to read an article on silent sustained reading and 
discuss its implications.
Creating a common language. During formal collaboration, teachers worked on 
creating a common language. During an observation of a PLC at Red Oak, teachers 
discussed the language skills ELLs needed and strategies to support them. The teachers 
set a goal for the next meeting to look at the language students are expected to understand 
on the assessments. For example, if the student is asked to “draw a conclusion,” teachers 
should focus on that terminology with the students. ELLs could have trouble with the 
meaning of “draw” and get the answer wrong based on misunderstanding of the language 
of the test. Elle stated, “I don’t think I realized where they [ELLs] were at in terms of 
testing language. She [Alice] helped me figure that out and come up with strategies to 
help them . . . and ways I should be supporting them I wasn’t aware of.” Marla mentions 
learning about how to focus on the language as well as content standards because of 
collaboration with the ELL teacher. During an interview, Alice stated, “We have to make 
sure we speak the same language though we still want them to understand in different 
environments. That’s deeper understanding.” By having conversations about the language 
of instruction and assessments, teachers felt they were better able to meet their ELLs’ 
needs.
Mapping the curriculum. In order to build a common language, teachers had to be 
familiar with standards and curriculum. Ana described how her school mapped their
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curriculum for the year and posted it on a shared computer drive. This allowed her the 
opportunity to see what was being taught in the general education classrooms and focus 
her attention on the language skills necessary for the students to understand.
Bringing community into the schools. Bringing the culture of the community into 
the schools was a practice that required formal collaboration. Red Oak created various 
opportunities for community involvement. A program Alice was particularly proud of, 
ArtReach, had been implemented “using our community members as resources in the 
classroom and using art as the medium.” One of the projects the team implemented was 
having students interview their families. Students created fabric story boards depicting 
their families’ stories based on a common theme: perseverance. Local seamstresses came 
in and taught the students how to sew. The beautiful artwork is now displayed in the 
school. The themes from community projects are woven into the curriculum. Teachers try 
to “reach back into the community . .  . and then taking that story and making part of their 
lives and their curriculum.” There were many other ways teachers made sure families 
were a part of the schools, including having access to counseling and medical referrals, 
parent education meetings, interpreters and translators, and inviting parents to participate 
in decision making and celebrations.
Sustaining formal collaboration. Formal collaborative structures were sustained 
due to several reasons. Time was set aside for meetings which provided consistency 
during teachers’ weeks. At Green Leaf and Red Oak, teachers met in PLCs once a week 
for approximately an hour. PLCs at these two schools were grade-level teams who met 
for the purpose of improving student learning. At Blue Creek, PLCs met once a month; 
however, each week there were different types of meetings teachers were expected to
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attend. There was an expectation from administrators at the local and district level that 
teachers belong to and participate on PLCs as well as other teams.
There were team facilitators who ensured the meetings were running efficiently 
and a selected note-taker who typed the minutes and reported the meeting to 
administrators. Sometimes administrators were in attendance. At Red Oak, the 
administrators were a part of the PLC team, and usually attended.
All teachers actively participated on PLC teams. Referring to PLCs, Rita stated, “I 
have not been to a meeting where people did not contribute or even have a feeling of 
getting something out of it.” Several participants mentioned each teacher comes to the 
team with different strengths. Kate said Ana knew the standards very well, and Ana 
credited Kate for having the leadership abilities to get projects accomplished with their 
team. Collaboration was seen as a give-and-take of sharing and receiving ideas. Janet 
mentioned, “It’s got to be a give-and-take; it’s got to be a very nice dance between the 
two of you . . . they can’t feel like this is extra work. It has to feel like they are getting 
something from the process.” Marla said, “I like working and planning with others; it 
helps me tremendously. Two heads are better than one. You get there and we have 
different teaching strengths. We come with different resources. I think you can learn a 
lot.”
I asked if any of the schools followed a certain model of collaboration. None of 
them did; however, each had several philosophies and best practices they combined to 
make their collaboration work. At Blue Creek, participants described their schools as 
having a combination of Boyer’s Basic School (1995) philosophy for elementary schools
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in addition to DuFour’s ideas on PLCs. (See Table 5 for an overview of the Basic School 
concept.)
Table 5. Boyer’s Basic School Concept (1995).
The School as A shared vision
Community Teachers as leaders
Parents as partners
A Curriculum with Language and literacy are central.
Coherence Disciplines are connected and relate to life.
Assessment of standards monitor student achievement.
Contextual conditions (small class size, flexible grouping, 
connections to community) are key.
Resources to enrich learning are available (field trips, books, 
materials).
Services for families are available (counseling, enrichment 
programs, health referrals).
A Commitment to Seven core virtues are emphasized (honesty, respect, 
Character responsibility, compassion, self-discipline, perseverance,
giving).
Students are encouraged through curriculum, school climate, 
and service to exhibit the core virtues.
A Climate for 
Learning
Many of Boyer’s ideas fit with the PLC philosophy. Following the Basic School 
ideology, teachers at Blue Creek collaborated with each other to connect different 
disciplines to each other as well as to the life of the child. In addition, teachers, as 
leaders, created shared goals. Student achievement was assessed to evaluate whether or 
not standards were being met. Teachers, counselors, and nurses worked with parents and 
the community to ensure the child’s social, emotional, health, and academic needs were 
being met. Blue Creek was working under Boyer’s philosophy when they decided to add 
PLCs. The administrator, Janet, told me,
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The school system became very interested in DuFour/DuFour’s work. So a small 
group of us attended a couple of full day conferences with DuFour/DuFour and 
went over what their thoughts were about . . .  we meld the two together in our 
own kind of version of it; we take pieces o f each to make it work.
Because the philosophies are similar it was not very difficult to do. In addition, Janet 
mentioned that PLCs involved teams of teachers discussing and using assessments as a 
way to meet students’ needs. She felt that was an area of concern in the past that was 
addressed because o f implementing the PLCs.
Informal collaboration. Informal collaboration is characterized by ad hoc 
interactions which are usually initiated by the teachers for the purpose of meeting an 
immediate need or quickly discussing details which need attention. Teachers say this type 
of collaboration consists of stopping by one another’s classrooms or meeting briefly 
before or after school or in the halls. The following describes characteristics of informal 
collaboration; however, these actions fall on a continuum and may also be found in 
formal collaboration. For example, problem solving was a main reason for informal 
collaboration; however, participants also solved problems in formal collaboration.
Like formal collaboration, informal collaboration was deemed important by the 
participants. Because time was limited for interpersonal communication, teachers did 
whatever they could to discuss issues with others. Amber carries sticky notes and a pen 
with her in the halls. She also uses email to discuss or confirm issues. All teachers 
described being busy and finding ways to talk to each other usually before and after 
school or in the hallways between classes. When classrooms were conveniently situated, 
teachers would often “stop by” to “check in” when they had a concern. They discussed
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immediate needs of students, schedule changes during the day, or quickly mentioned an 
instructional or planning issue. Rita felt informal collaboration was sustained because of 
the culture of the school. She attributes the collaborative culture to the people and 
resources at the school.
Problem solving. One of the teachers’ main goals was to problem solve when 
students were having difficulties. This practice occurred both during informal and formal 
collaboration. For example, informally, a classroom teacher stopped by the ELL 
specialist’s room during one of our interviews. She walked in, said “excuse me,” and 
proceeded to tell Alice about a drill which would be occurring during class. Then, she 
asked Alice to help one of their ELLs “slow down on his reading” because he did not do 
well on his last test and she believed it could be because he rushed.
Using data from assessments, teachers decided what areas o f instruction could be 
improved. Also, if a particular student or students were having difficulty they met to 
brainstorm interventions. One creative program, demonstrating a more formal, structured 
practice, was implemented after a session where teachers came together and decided they 
wanted to find a way to increase the reading fluency and comprehension of their students. 
Using data from reading assessments, teachers in the fifth and second grade paired 
selected students who were at-risk of failing reading. With the principal’s financial and 
logistical support, the teachers implemented a program called “Reading 2Gether” where 
struggling fifth grade readers were trained how to teach the second graders to read better. 
According to Alice, teachers from a school piloting the program noticed fifth graders 
were becoming better readers and credited them using the strategies they were teaching 
the second graders. Second graders also were showing increased performance in reading.
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The ELL district director believes educators and administrators must “think outside the
box” in order to effectively teach their diverse populations. This example is one way 
teachers at Red Oak formally collaborated to creatively problem solve.
Teachers collaborated in different ways throughout the school day. They 
professed the attitudes and personalities of their colleagues made collaboration enjoyable. 
Several ELL teachers co-taught with grade-level teachers. I asked how going into the 
classroom to co-teach made them feel. Teachers mentioned a comfort level with their 
colleagues. Rita mentioned, “There is no territory. There’s no ‘this is my classroom.’
This is our classroom. In this school it’s the whole community thing. It’s really big.” Ana 
said that sometimes she does “step on Kate’s toes,” but they always laugh about it later. 
This non-territorial respect was evident during the observations, too. ELL specialists 
seamlessly entered and exited the classrooms during their scheduled co-teaching and 
push-in times.
Theme 6: Teachers Noted Positive Outcomes Resulting From Collaboration With 
Colleagues.
There were indicators demonstrating successful collaboration as well as many 
benefits teachers perceived including a sense of community formed as teachers inspired 
each other; instruction was enhanced; cross-curricular connections made student work 
more meaningful and purposeful; tools were created such as an interactive notebook and 
a curriculum calendar available on a shared drive; students and other teachers helped 
each other; teachers grew professionally; and teachers took ownership of all students, 
including ELLs.
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Student achievement. Because there are so many variables in effective teaching 
practices, I cannot state that student achievement was improved by collaboration. 
However, all of the schools in the study met AYP the year of the study and have a 
reputation for excellence in the community. Teachers commented on the high rate o f ELL 
achievement and believed collaboration was a contributing factor to this success. Alice 
stated,
I see them leaping and bounding and growing . .  . They are speaking so much 
more English, and they can do all the standards that I asked them to do based on 
the books they are reading. They started with like threes [level of reading] and 
have moved up and now they’re 11 ’s and 12’s, and they’re so proud of it.
There is one ELL who is not making progress like Alice expected, so she and the 
classroom teachers discuss the student at the PLC meetings and are trying to figure out 
how to best support him.
Sense o f  community. Collaborating teachers noted the sense of community that 
formed by working together. Rosenholtz (1989) states, “The less teachers talk 
professionally, the lower the faculty’s cohesiveness. Cohesiveness is relationship 
oriented. It involves the affective attachment of people to the organizational community, 
with fulfillment derived directly from membership involvement” (p. 18). As Alice stated, 
I think teaching is a collaborative profession, and if you are a solitary person I 
guess you can shut the door. For me, community is the most important and until I 
feel like I am a part of something bigger than myself then I don’t feel like I am as 
valuable. I don’t feel the same kind of self-worth as working collaboratively with 
people on a certain goal.
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Rita, who works with Alice, stated,
In this school it’s the whole community thing. So we have community supplies 
because there’s a lot of discrepancy socio-economically [among students] so to 
make that not as apparent, there’s community. So there’s this inclusiveness, yes 
come in, we are going to respect each other.
Because collaboration was already in existence, it was difficult to tell whether the trust 
and respect helped enhance collaboration, or whether collaboration enhanced trust and 
respect. From the observations and interviews, it appears they enhance each other.
Cross-curricular connections and enhancing lessons. The teachers observed at 
Red Oak made cross-curricular connections when designing lessons. Alice believes these 
connections help students see their work as more meaningful and purposeful. The 
classroom teacher, Elle, stated,
When everybody is collaborating, it makes the project flow much more smoothly, 
and it’s more real for the children, because what I do with the ELL teacher 
connects to what I do with the art teacher and the librarian, and the tech specialist 
and my classroom teacher, and so they really see connections when they’re at 
school. That’s so important.
1 was fortunate to observe an interdisciplinary unit that made learning more realistic for 
students at Red Oak. Elle decided to have her students do an author and illustrator study. 
She discussed the idea with the ELL teacher who pushed into her classroom for language 
arts. The ELL teacher had just attended an opening at an art museum and had the idea of 
the students presenting and displaying their work. She wanted the students to think about 
the language and use the vocabulary they would learn during their research, which she
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brainstormed with Elle. The classroom teacher also enlisted the support o f the librarian to 
help with selecting authors and researching the authors on the computer. The computer 
teacher helped students type their reports. The art teacher was consulted and decided to 
have the students draw pictures of themselves as if  they were the illustrators of the books 
they chose. For example, Marc Brown, who writes the Arthur series, also illustrates his 
books, so the student who chose to study Marc Brown for the author study drew a picture 
of himself in the style Marc Brown uses. Students posted their drawings in a museum 
walk fashion and invited their parents, the administration, and other classes to visit and 
discuss the authors they studied. The technology coordinator came and videotaped the 
event, as well as interviewed students.
Ownership o f  ELLs. One of the most impressive results of collaboration is the 
ownership of ELLs which is now evident to ELL specialists. Alice mentioned that in the 
past her school used the pull-out model. She stated,
I was responsible for all the grades, and it was during the language arts time, so it 
was difficult for them to see a full picture of the students. I was doing the reading, 
the integrated writing, the projects, all that. So it was more separate.
Alice called the struggle “them versus ours,” referring to how she felt the classroom 
teachers relied heavily upon the ELL teacher to take ownership for the learning of ELLs. 
During Marla’s interview, she stated,
My first year when I didn’t have ESOL support because the model was a 
temporary sub and she would pull kids out of the classroom, and they would come 
back in, and I would never know what they had done. And I think they felt, 
because they were being pulled out, I think they felt not really part of the group.
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And that year I had a huge struggle because those kids were literally silenced.
They didn’t have a role. They didn’t feel comfortable enough to raise their hand. 
Marla continued sharing her story highlighting how having Alice come into her 
classroom and work with the children has helped the ELLs feel more confident. In 
addition, Marla notes the professional growth she has had by watching Alice teaching, 
and by being on the same planning and PLC team.
Professional growth and learning. Both ELL and classroom teachers noted 
professional growth and learning because of collaboration. For example, Alice described 
a practice she had learned from a writing coach about how to integrate storytelling and 
graphic organizers into the science curriculum. She decided to implement the same 
practices in language arts. Alice stated, “Science flowed into nonfiction writing during 
the day so there was whatever content was going on it was happening throughout the day. 
It’s not just during science time so to me that’s the ultimately good kind of 
collaboration.” Rita states what other teachers confer in their interviews: “You can learn 
from each other.” Marla stated she “learned how to best teach ELLs by watching the 
ESOL teachers who have received the training and have the experience.” She described 
how the ELL specialist used the Smart Board to project the content and language 
objectives for the students to review out loud before beginning a lesson. Marla decided to 
adopt that practice in her classroom recognizing the value of placing emphasis on the 
language necessary to meet the content objectives and allowing the students to know 
what those objectives were. Rosenholtz (1989) states, “The greater teachers’ 
opportunities for learning, the more their students tend to learn” (p. 7).
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Not only did teachers learn from watching each other teach and discussing 
students’ needs with each other, they also read and reflected upon scholarly articles and 
literature on research and best practices. They came together to discuss their own ideas 
related to the readings. Teachers also attended professional development workshops and 
then returned to share what they had learned with their colleagues. An example of an 
outcome of the professional growth exhibited by collaborating teachers was the story of 
teachers at Blue Creek Elementary School who changed how they taught based on their 
experiences with collaboration and professional learning.
Though 1 did not single out student achievement and collaboration, all schools in 
the study made AYP. There were, however, many positive outcomes of the systematic 
approach to collaboration at the schools the teachers described. Teachers inspired each 
other and created tools which enhanced their instructional practices and made their jobs 
more purposeful and enjoyable. Teachers felt they learned from each other, experienced 
professional growth, and began to better understand how to meet their ELLs’ needs. By 
working together, teachers created an atmosphere of inclusion and belonging for all: 
teachers and students alike.
Comparing the Pilot Study to the Dissertation Study 
When comparing the pilot study model (Figure 5, Appendix A) with the 
dissertation study model (Figure 3), one can see the core phenomenon and causal 
conditions are similar. All teachers were operating under accountability measures 
imposed by NCLB. They wanted to help their ELLs succeed. All participants knew 
collaboration meant communicating and working together with other educators to share
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ideas, to plan for instruction, and to support each other. Teachers in both studies 
understood what collaboration is and why it was needed at their schools.
In contrast, the school in the pilot study had interfering conditions that prevented 
effective collaboration from occurring, and the contextual conditions were not conducive 
to collaboration. Attention was not given to the logistical matters that needed to be 
addressed before school started, such as determining the best service model and student 
placement. Time was not scheduled for teachers to meet, and there was role confusion as 
to whom should be responsible for supporting the ELLs. Due to these conditions, 
teachers were not able to collaborate in a systematic way. Meanwhile, the teachers in the 
three schools studied during the dissertation had contextual conditions supporting their 
collaboration. For example, participants were provided administrative support by the 
strategic placement of ELLs as determined by the service delivery model and teacher 
personalities. Though time was an interfering condition at the three schools, its effects 
were reduced by adminstrators scheduling time for meetings and expecting attendance. 
The contextual and interfering conditions impacted the actions and interactions among 
the teachers, which in turn effected the outcomes.
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CHAPTER V
RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
In Chapter IV, I presented a model for classroom teacher and ELL specialist 
collaboration based on the findings of this study (Figure 3). The model serves as a guide 
for educators and administrators who would like to establish a more collaborative 
teaching approach between classroom teachers and ELL specialists. The model 
demonstrates the relationships between conditions, collaborative practices, and outcomes. 
More specifically, in the study, I found there were causal conditions forming the rationale 
for why teachers were collaborating. The rationale impacted the contextual 
conditions,which were favorable for teacher collaboration. There were, however, also 
interfering conditions limiting collaboration which were dealt with and minimized. 
Contextual conditions and interfering conditions affected the collaborative actions and 
interactions of the teachers. Finally, the actions and interactions impacted the outcomes 
of collaboration.
The most important implication in this study is that collaboration can be effective, 
meaning outcomes of collaboration can be desirable, if there is proper support and 
attention given to the process, including the following:
1. There must be a compelling rationale for teachers to voluntarily collaborate; it 
could be based on need (expectations for meeting AYP), school philosophy or 
structure (PLC), etc.
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2. Teachers and administrators must share in a definition o f the core
phenomenon. What does it mean to collaborate? What are the goals and 
purpose of collaborating?
3. As many of the contextual conditions that foster collaboration must be in place 
as possible. There are many factors listed on the model that should be 
addressed before implementing a collaborative approach to teaching between 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists. Contextual factors which are not 
addressed can become barriers to collaboration.
4. Some barriers will remain regardless of attempts to eliminate them. Time is the 
most difficult barrier to overcome and requires administrators’ support and 
careful planning to alleviate its negative effects on collaboration.
5. If implications 1-3 are working to their fullest and implication 4 is minimized, 
then the outcomes will be maximized. In other words, if  teachers perceive 
collaboration to be beneficial, share a common understanding of what it means 
to collaborate, and have the contextual structures in place to support their 
actions and interactions among other teachers, while barriers are limited, the 
outcome can be successful, effective collaboration. (Bell & Walker, in press)
The above implications were derived from the theoretical model depicting the effective 
collaboration occurring at three elementary schools in the eastern United States. The final 
question guiding my study was: Can a model be generated to demonstrate collaborative 
practices? While no model existed in the three schools, collaboration, both informal and 
formal, was well conceived and working successfully in the schools. The model I was 
able to create from this study serves as a tool to help administrators, professional
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developers, and educators who would like to implement collaborative practices among 
classroom teachers and ELL specialists (Table 3). While the model may not easily 
transfer to schools operating with one full-time or part-time ELL teacher, the conditions 
on the model which must exist to sustain effective collaboration have to be emphasized, 
or collaborative efforts will fail.
The findings in this study draw attention to the importance of colleges in 
preparing all preservice teachers for the collaborative setting in which they are about to 
enter. Additionally, it is imperative that all teachers, including classroom teachers, 
receive training on how to meet the needs of their culturally and linguistically diverse 
students, including collaboration training.
There have been initiatives implemented at several universities which 
demonstrate collaborative practices to prepare future educators for their diverse students. 
Kaufman and Brooks (1996) describe a collaborative approach to teaching an 
interdisciplinary university course by combining science and ELL instruction. The course 
is co-taught by instructors from the science and ELL departments and included field 
experience in which teacher candidates mentor ELLs in their public school setting.
Additionally, DelliCarpini (2009), an assistant professor of TESOL at Lehman 
College, and Gulla, an assistant professor of English education at Lehman College, have 
partnered to create collaborative learning opportunities among TESOL and English 
education teachers and preservice teachers. In one course, educators “develop learning 
experiences, assignments, assessements and a . . . literature unit that would target the 
needs of ELLs in the English classroom while also providing content that ESL teachers 
could focus on in the ESL classroom” (p. 133). By creating this course, the professors not
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only are helping classroom and ELL teachers learn about each other’s discipline, they are 
also learning about the challenges to collaboration and solutions for more successful 
collaborative practices.
When universities embed intentional collaborative practices in their instruction, 
such as the ones described above, they are helping teachers develop the competencies 
expected of teachers. The Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium 
(InTASC) developed core standards which new teachers are expected to be able to 
demonstrate. InTASC Priniciple #10 states, “The teacher fosters relationships with school 
colleagues, parents, and agenices in the larger community to support students’ learning 
and well-being” (as cited in DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 211). In July 2010, the Council of 
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) released a draft of the revised InTASC standards 
called Model Core Teaching Standards. Standard #10 is “The teacher collaborates with 
students, families, colleagues, other professionals, and community members to share 
responsibility for student growth and development, learning, and well-being” (Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010, p. 20). Collaboration is also a common theme which 
was embedded in several of the other nine standards.
Administrators also have standards requiring them to address collaboration, create 
a school culture conducive to student and teacher learning, and understand the diversity 
of the community being served (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008). In order 
for the contextual conditions to exist that encourage successful collaboration, 
administrators must play a role in setting the stage for classroom teacher and ELL teacher 
collaboration. Without administrators’ understanding of the needs of culturally and 
linguistically diverse children and their families, and without their support, the barriers to
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collaboration will preclude the contexts necessary for collaboration to occur. Therefore, it 
is imperative for educational leadership programs to embed topics o f collaboration and 
diversity in order to adequately prepare administrators for this task.
I would recommend for administrators to consider implementing PLCs in their 
schools. According to Eaker et al. (2002), “schools that function as professional learning 
communities are always characterized by a collaborative culture” (p. 5). This statement 
held true at each o f the three schools I studied. The collaborative culture could be felt 
from the time I was greeted by the secretaries at the front desk when entering each 
school. There were teachers interacting at each school with each other, with 
administrators, and with other staff members.
Administrators should ensure teachers and specialists are reviewing the standards 
guiding curriculum and instruction together. By creating a curriculum map, especially 
when the map is posted on a shared computer drive, all teachers serving students have 
access to the same information and can more systematically plan for instruction. 
Furthermore, classroom teachers who plan with specialists have the opportunity to focus 
on content and language practices which improve instruction for students. Teachers need 
time to accomplish these tasks, and administrators must support them through ensuring 
contextual conditions fostering collaborative efforts are working.
Areas for Future Research
DuFour and Eaker (1998) admit “change is difficult” (p. 49). However, they 
profess that a professional learning community can help those involved envision the end 
result, making them more apt to accept change. More research needs to be done to study
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the impact of the resistance o f administrators and teachers to change and implementing a 
collaborative school culture.
Another area of further needed research is the correlation between ELL academic 
achievement and teacher collaboration. Each of the schools in this study made AYP in 
language arts and mathematics for their ELL population. Though this is an 
accomplishment which demonstrates their ability to effectively educate this target 
population, it was not possible to correlate student achievement scores with collaboration 
for several reasons:
1. There are many different variables which effect AYP; collaboration cannot be 
singled out as the sole contributing factor.
2. Attention given to collaboration between classroom teachers and ELL 
specialists is relatively new at this time.
3. Collaboration at the three schools in this study already existed.
A longitudinal study focusing on the effect of newly implemented collaboration on ELL 
student achievement would be beneficial.
Further study is also needed to determine whether or not effective collaboration 
can exist in schools with one part-time or full-time ELL teacher. This study found 
successful collaboration occurring at schools with two or more ELL teachers; however, it 
is still important to find ways for schools with only part-time or one ELL teacher to 
collaborate. While it may be impossible to have a perfect scenario, collaboration is more 
likely to be successful in schools where administrators and ELL teachers who work 
together to structure the ELL program following the contextual conditions notated in this 
study.
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Another area needing attention, which Dr. Baecher and I have begun to study, is 
the relationship between the ELL teaching model (push-in, pull-out, co-teaching, etc.) 
and the degree of collaboration among teachers. At a recent Teachers of English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) conference, I heard many complaints from ELL 
teachers who felt collaboration via push-in programs had diminished their role from a 
teacher with parity of a classroom teacher to that of an instructional assistant in the 
general education teachers’ classroom. Stories from participants in this study and 
examples of effective collaboration taking place at the three schools serve to demonstrate 
that collaboration can be successful, including collaboration in push-in programs. Once 
again, there is a need for collaboration training and administrators’ support to implement 
effective collaboration practices in which educators understand their roles in the process. 
Otherwise, teachers may have negative attitudes towards working with each other and 
their ELLs (Arkoudis, 2006; Creese, 2002, 2005; Friend & Cook, 2010; McClure & 




As educators seek ways to embrace their linguistically and culturally diverse 
student population, they are often advised to collaborate in order to better meet the 
students’ needs. I wanted answers to the following questions: What does classroom 
teacher and ELL specialist collaboration look like? What are the outcomes of 
collaboration? If there is a formal systematic approach to collaboration, what is it? How 
did this collaboration form, and how is it sustained? Can a model be generated to 
demonstrate collaborative practices?
Though the process of gaining access to schools which had ELLs and effective 
collaboration took much persistance and more patience than I normally have, it was 
worth the diligence. Through reviewing literature and using grounded theory 
methodology, the answers to my questions were found, and a model to assist others was 
developed.
The results of this study provide an answer to my questions. By sharing stories of 
the participants, I have illuminated what collaboration looked like, how it began, the 
ways in which collaboration was happening, the interfering and contextual conditions that 
existed in these school settings, and the outcomes of collaboration or non-collaboration. 
By shedding light on the issues surrounding collaboration, educators and administrators 
can see how classroom teachers and ELL specialists collaborate systematically in order to
109
streamline the education of their English Language Learners. The answers demonstrated 
that attention must be given to collaborative initiatives in schools; by simply saying 
educators should or must collaborate is not enough to create a successful partnership. The 
components that promote or prohibit collaborative efforts are complex. Though 
collaboration is not easy, according to one participant, “there are far more benefits that 
come out of the collaboration that make it worth it.”
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Appendix A
Pilot Study: Preliminary Findings
A pilot study was completed during the spring semester o f 2009 which also met 
the requirements for an advanced qualitative research course. During that study, I was 
able to test the methods I planned to use for the dissertation research and found the 
methods to be sound. The research site was an urban Midwestern pre-kindergarten 
through fifth grade elementary school of almost 600 children, which I refer to as 
“Snowville.” Only 4% of the district’s population is identified as ELLs; however, over 
10% of Snowville’s students are ELLs due to an administrative decision to bus all 
elementary ELLs from the 12 elementary schools in the district to Snowville. Though the 
ELL population was small, they still represented 13 countries. Many of their recently 
arrived immigrants were refugees from Burundi, Liberia, and Sudan due to a local 
refugee charity organization. The mainstream teachers, many of whom had no training on 
how to teach ELLs or the challenges refugees deal with, were faced with figuring out 
how to meet their new population’s needs.
After having a conversation with an ELL paraprofessional at a conference the 
previous semester, I knew Snowville had an ELL population. I decided to pursue access 
to study Snowville’s collaboration by contacting the principal. After the principal granted 
pennission, I obtained consent from the assistant superintendent and approval from the 
IRB.
Participants
Research participants were all women with experience in education ranging from 
1 year to 28 years. There was one principal, one ELL teacher, three mainstream
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Table 6. Demographics of Snowville.
Snowville
Total K-6 Enrollment 572
Total K-6 ELL Enrollment 58
ELL percentage o f total enrollment 10.14%





Free & Reduced Lunch Rate 27.00%
Percentage of ELLs proficient on state-standardized 
test of Reading
75.00%
Percentage of ELLs proficient on state-standardized 
test of Mathematics
57.10%
elementary teachers who taught ELLs this year, and two instructional assistants who were 
assigned to work with ELLs. Only two of the participants had significant experience with 
ELLs. All of the participants were certified teachers in their field. Table 7 details the 
relationship between the years of experience in education, years experience with ELLs, 
certification, and positions held within the school.
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Jane 28 years First year with so 
many
N/A Principal
Sandra 19 years First year Y Kindergarten
teacher
Laura One year First year Y 1 st grade teacher
Andrea App. 8 years A few but in 
private school
Y 3rd grade teacher
Carla App. 27 years App. 25 yrs Y ELL teacher











Data sources, collection, and analysis. During the pilot study, I held a focus 
group with the participants in which they completed a brainstorming web with 
“collaboration” written in the middle circle. (See Appendix C for an example of the 
brainstorming web.) Participants were then observed during instructional times. Next, I 
interviewed the principal, three mainstream teachers, ELL teacher, and two instructional 
assistants using a semi-structured approach. Understanding each participant would have
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her own experiences, I was flexible with the interview and changed the structure or 
questions of the interview as necessary. For example, one participant acknowledged she 
does not collaborate. I did not ask her any further questions about how collaboration was 
occurring; instead, I switched my focus to find out why she was not collaborating, 
whether she felt like collaboration would be beneficial, and the consequences of not 
collaborating.
Data from the interviews and observations were transcribed and the coding began. 
According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), “[coding] involves interacting with data 
comparisons between data, and so on, and in doing so, deriving concepts to stand for 
those data, then developing those concepts in terms of their properties and dimensions” 
(p. 66). After the original categories were formed, I read back through the data and 
recoded based on common themes across the data. Some categories had already been 
developed throughout the process of constant comparison. Some of those categories were 
revised depending on what made sense in the data. For example, “sharing” had 
previously been delineated as a category. After considering all of the data, I realized it fit 
under what participants believed should be done during collaboration. Therefore, sharing 
became a code under the category, “What is Collaboration?” What was shared (ideas, 
knowledge, materials) became sub codes. From the large brainstorming web, I created a 
matrix that included the codes, categories, themes, and assertions developed by analyzing 
the data.
After considering the matrix, I began looking at the theory that emerged from this 
study. In order to better develop the theoretical model, I used Corbin and Strauss’ “The
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Paradigm” (2008, p. 89; Creswell, 2007, p. 293). Using the “Paradigm” helped me to get 
at the heart of the theory that was emerging.
Results
The Paradigm, “a model for integrating structure with process (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008, p. 229), includes Causal Conditions, Core Category or Phenomenon, 
Actions/Interactions, Contextual Conditions, Intervening Conditions, and Consequence 
(see Figure 3). Reflecting upon each of these conditions was helpful in determining the 
relationship between the phenomenon, its causes, the context, the actions, barriers, and 
consequences. A discussion of each follows.
Causal Conditions o f  Phenomena Related to Collaboration
There were many different events that influenced the necessity to collaborate at 
Snowville Elementary. First, because ELLs were expected to perform at the same 
academic level as their mainstream peers, and the mainstream teachers were held 
accountable for all students’ success, collaboration was needed. The ELL language 
program was new this year at Snowville, and the mainstream participants had little to no 
training regarding teaching ELLs. Teachers at Snowville stated they would like to work 
toward a common goal of meeting the needs of all of their students. If teachers would 
work together collaboratively, they could learn from each other’s experiences pulling 
from what was working and what was not working in different teaching settings. 
Speaking of working with other teachers, Laura, one of the mainstream teachers, 
mentioned, “I think it’s very helpful because trwo heads are better than one, and it’s 
easier to do it when somebody helps you than trying to do it all by yourself or reinvent
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the wheel.” The participants realized communication was an important part o f learning 
about their new ELL population and together more could be accomplished.
Core Category or Phenomenon
ELLs were new to Snowville this year, mainstream teachers had little to no 
training, and yet teachers were held accountable for the academic success of the students. 
Because of those factors, some teachers felt mainstream teachers and ELL teachers 
needed to work together to meet the needs o f their students. All participants placed 
“meeting the needs o f students” as a concept on the brainstorming webs, and Sally, the 
instructional assistant, said the term collaboration meant “working together to best serve 
the individual needs of the student.” In addition, participants explained that collaboration 
consisted of a team of colleagues, supporting, cooperating, and helping each other by 
brainstorming and planning curriculum and assessment. Participants believed 
collaboration meant helping each other adapt instruction by communicating with each 
other to find out “what is working” and to “bounce ideas off each other.” Usually the 
teachers who collaborated were those who taught in classrooms next to each other, or 
who taught at the same grade level. There was little time for the ELL teacher to 
collaborate with the mainstream teachers. Because the ELL teacher’s classroom was on 
the other side of the building from my participants, they rarely saw each other except for 
“in passing.” However, the participants believed anyone who was involved in ELLs’ 
education should form a collaborative team. Participants defined collaboration as a team 
who would share ideas, information, resources, knowledge, best practices, understanding 
of culture, strategies, and materials and students’ background information to best serve
their students’ needs.
The ideas participants discussed regarding what collaboration entails worked well 
with Friend and Cook’s definition (2007). Participants noted the social aspect to learning 
about the best ways to work toward a common goal. During this study, I questioned the 
distinction in Friend and Cook’s (2007) definition of collaboration happening between 
two co-equal parties. I wondered how the mainstream teachers would think about the 
instructional assistants and whether there was different status between them. I noticed 
mainstream teachers considered the ELL instructional assistants to be co-equal parties. 
Sally, an instructional assistant, mentioned that often teachers do not realize she is an 
instructional assistant and not a teacher. Carla, the ELL teacher, emphasized, however, 
that the instructional assistants are teachers; they have teaching certificates. Carla 
mentioned that she told one instructional assistant, “You are one of us; I cannot be 
everywhere.” The fact the instructional assistants were treated as teachers somewhat 
elevated their position to be at par with the teachers. According to Friend and Cook 
(2007), “parity is a situation in which each person’s contribution to an interaction is 
equally valued, and each person has equal power in decision making; it is fundamental to 
collaboration” (p. 9). This parity would assist the collaboration efforts; however, it left 
instructional assistants feeling a little overwhelmed with the role confusion that comes 
with the responsibility o f a teacher hired as an instructional assistant, which is a 
contextual condition that existed at Snowville.
At Snowville, teachers complained of having too many students in their 
classrooms. Large class sizes meant each teacher was responsible for more pupils which 
meant more students’ needs to be considered. For example, the kindergarten teacher had 
24 students. At the beginning of the year, she complained, “All I’m doing is hauling ‘em
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here and hauling ‘em there. We’re not learning a thing. We’d have little Monnie [an 
ELL] running everywhere. They didn’t understand, so you’re literally chasing kids in 
addition to trying to teach them.”
In addition to large class sizes, teachers did not feel prepared to teach ELLs, 
mostly because they had limited experience and knowledge of how to teach the 
linguistically and culturally diverse population. With so many children, it was almost 
impossible for Sandra, a kindergarten teacher, to feel confident about her skills as a 
teacher. She mentioned, “When they first came, [I felt] extremely frustrated, 
overwhelmed . . .  just kind of felt like we had been put into a situation without any 
support.” Sandra, the kindergarten teacher, and others expressed they wish they had more 
training and opportunities to learn about the ELLs before they arrived in their classrooms. 
These contextual conditions created a sense of “frustration.”
Some teachers did eventually receive some support in the form of an instructional 
assistant being placed in the classroom for part o f the day. Sandra, who has help from the 
ELL instructional assistant, Sally, said, “I honestly don’t know what I would do without 
Sally . . .  I have learned so much from her . . . I’ve watched her with them which has 
taught me how to teach them.” The support Sandra received in her classroom helped her 
to be more understanding of how to meet her students’ needs, and she embraced Sally’s 
assistance as a learning experience for how to better teach ELLs.
However, not all teachers at Snowville had the compassionate attitude and 
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mainstream and ELL teachers 
-Not knowing each other’s 
goals/standards/curriculum 
-No systematic approach 
-Lack o f streamlining approaches 
to meet needs o f students. (Does 




-Lack o f time 
-Different personalities 
-Degrees o f ownership 
-Funding
Figure 5. Theoretical Model for Mainstream Teacher and ELL Teacher Collaboration From Pilot Study (adapted from 
Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Morrow & Smith, as cited in Creswell, 2007).
There’s so many different types [of general education teachers]. There’s the one 
who will actually own the student and keep them up to the same standards of the 
other student and try to bridge those gaps or scaffold anything, just to get them 
where they need to be according to their needs. And then there are the teachers 
who are just waiting for the instructional assistants to come and take them, and 
oh, here they are, you take them, they’re yours. And I’ll ask, so should I be 
working on something -  on some concept? I mean we’re talking fifth grade. 
[She’ll say] Oh no, whatever, just whatever.
The different degrees of ownership affected whether the teachers preferred to collaborate 
or not. This led to role confusion. Kelly was an instructional assistant, which meant, even 
though she has her teaching certificate, she was being paid as a teacher’s assistant. She 
stated,
I see my role as that little support. Ideally it would be to make them a part 
of that classroom, and I’m just a little bit o f a crutch to get there and so it’s 
really hard when the teachers aren’t willing to accept them into that class.
But then I end up being the teacher, and I’m not qualified for that, and I’m 
not given the background. I’m not given lessons to go by or anything, so 
it’s just kind of on the fly.
Even though Kelly was sometimes used in the position of a teacher, she did not have 
planning time like a teacher. This led to role confusion as to what her responsibilities 
actually are.
Some of the contextual conditions described above created an atmosphere of 
fiustration, especially at the beginning of the year. A question still existed about who was
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responsible for ELLs in some cases. Teachers still sought professional development and 
support to further their knowledge about how to meet their ELLs’ needs. Collaboration 
could have helped to satisfy the needs of the mainstream teachers and ELL teachers. 
There were, however, barriers that existed limiting collaboration.
Intervening Conditions
According to the ELL teacher, Carla, “non-collaboration is basically segregation 
and theirs and them and us; 1 think without collaboration there’s just like any civil right, 
there’s just segregation and inequality. [Collaboration] gives our students equal 
opportunity.” But if that was the case, what factors were intervening in the collaborative 
efforts of teachers at Snowville?
The different personalities and degrees o f ownership that existed to set the 
contextual stage at Snowville could also have been intervening conditions. Teachers who 
felt ownership for the ELLs and had personalities that were flexible and caring for all 
students seemed to engage in collaboration, at least on some level. Those who did not 
wish to leam more about ELLs and who would have rather had an instructional assistant 
be responsible for ELLs were less likely to want to collaborate. Furthermore, all 
participants mentioned a lack of time as being the number one intervening condition to 
collaboration, with funding being second. The funding the participants discussed was to 
be used to pay for substitute teachers to cover teachers’ classes during collaborative 
sessions.
Actions/Inter actions
At Snowville Elementary, some teachers saw the ELL teacher and instructional 
assistants as those responsible for ELL education and, therefore, may have been reluctant
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to collaborate. For example, Carla mentioned that at the beginning of the year many 
teachers said “you’re going to have them with you all day, right?” In her interview, Sally 
said basically the same thing as Carla and added, “Mainstream teachers, if there’s a 
problem similar to what they’d have with another student in the class, if it’s an ELL 
student, they automatically go to Carla.” During my one hour interview with Carla, two 
different ELLs were sent to her for different reasons for her to handle. Instead of 
communicating and learning from each other, some teachers may have rather let Carla 
and the ELL staff take the responsibility for all of the ELLs’ needs.
An in vivo code was selected to describe how collaboration at Snowville was 
occurring this year -  “on the fly.” Due to the intervening conditions and the contextual 
conditions at Snowville, often collaboration was done “in passing” through the hallways 
o f the school. According to John-Steiner and Mahn’s (1996) collaborative model, there 
are different degrees of collaboration (sec Figure 1). Teachers at Snowville were 
collaborating; it was just not in a structured, systematic way and when they did 
collaborate, it may not have been for the purpose of planning for academics or sharing 
ideas. According to Carla,
Sometimes when we collaborate now it’s just to complain about something that’s 
happened or to complain about somebody not doing enough and that’s usually 
when you do talk, is when things are in chaos or a stress situation . . . before 
there’s an incident we could work on things, we could work on academics, share 
ideas and materials.
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This idea o f collaborating “on the fly” when something was wrong was again discussed 
during another interview. When asked about how collaboration was working at 
Snowville, Laura stated,
We don’t have a scheduled time, so if I need something I’ll email ‘em or I ’ll catch 
them in the hallway, and I’ll ask and that’s always seemed to work. Because there 
hasn’t been any major issues that I need help with right now or that I have to sit 
down and talk. You know, I just catch them when you can and they’re good about 
getting back to us or helping.
As Carla mentioned previously, if  there was structured collaboration, perhaps, problems 
and issues could have been resolved before they arose. Even though Laura did not feel 
she needed to collaborate in a structured format, later during the interview, I found there 
were consequences to the lack of systematic collaboration.
Consequences
There were consequences to the “on the fly” collaboration happening at Snowville 
Elementary. A first grade teacher, Laura, stated,
I feel like sometimes [the ELLs] are coming and going so much I just want to 
make sure they’re getting everything so sometimes I just kind of feel kind o f 
scattered, like, oh, my goodness, are they getting everything they need?
Even though this was also a consequence of the pull-out style ELL program, it further 
demonstrated a need to communicate with the other teachers involved to make sure 
students were receiving the type of instruction they needed to be successful. Laura knew 
the ELL teacher was working on reading and writing; she could tell because her students 
had improved in those areas. However, if the ELL teacher knew what content standards
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and vocabulary the mainstream students were learning, she could have helped with those 
concepts as well.
When I asked Laura if she ever talked to Carla, the ELL teacher, about what Carla 
did with the students, Laura responded, “I haven’t talked as much about that.” Laura 
assumed the students were:
kind of practicing what a classroom should be like. So that’s the basic o f what I 
got of it, but it seems to be working. I think sometimes you just don’t have time to 
sit there and talk details about exactly what they’re doing, but I know they’re 
getting the basic subjects that they’re needing, and we just decide they miss out 
on science.
Though Laura enjoyed having her ELLs in class, and took ownership of them, she did not 
know exactly what her students were learning when they were pulled out.
In an interview, Sally commented,
Mainstream teachers don’t seem to have set goals for their ELL students. They 
think that’s Carla’s ballgame. Whatever happens, happens. There’s no consistency 
with grade to grade . . . They seem to miss some chunks of curriculum because 
they’re pulled so much. Missing three years of science is not good.
Once again, pulling students out was discussed; however, this led back to the 
conversation about who was responsible for making sure the students were meeting the 
standards. Communication was necessary to make sure the ELLs’ educational 
experiences were seamless.
At the beginning of this paper, I described a third grader, Amelia, demonstrating a 
frustration with the vocabulary on a science test on the Earth, while her English proficient
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peers worked on a lesson regarding levers and simple machines. This lack o f consistency 
between the mainstream teachers and the ELL teachers was evident throughout this 
study. At Snowville, there was no systematic approach to collaboration; therefore, 
mainstream teachers and ELL teachers did not know each other’s goals, standards, and 
curriculum, resulting in a lack of “streamlining the student’s personal education” 
(interview with Carla).
Discussion
Although the literature on teaching ELLs recommends that mainstream teachers 
and ELL teachers collaborate in order to meet the needs of their students, this grounded 
theory study showed that, due to contextual and intervening conditions, it is easier said 
than done. Using Corbin and Strauss’ (2008) tool, “The Paradigm,” a theoretical model 
was constructed by analyzing the data using the qualitative methods from brainstorming 
webs; interviews of the principal, three mainstream teachers, one ELL teacher, and two 
ELL instructional assistants; and observations of the teachers and instructional assistants. 
The paradigm demonstrates the difficulties of collaborating, shows how collaboration 
was occurring, and details some of the consequences of not having a systematic approach 
to collaborating at Snowville.
The current study is congruent with John-Steiner and Mahn’s (1996) model of 
collaboration, which demonstrated the degrees to which collaboration can occur, though 
more research would need to be done to clarify the categories and to determine in which 
categories Snowville teachers would fit. The lack of a systematic approach to 
collaborating contributed to the lack of consistency between mainstream teachers and 
ELL teachers. This in turn meant there was a need for better communication to streamline
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the educational experiences o f ELLs to meet their needs. This study and the emerging 
theoretical model of collaboration among mainstream teachers and ELL teachers pertain 
to the situation at Snowville Elementary and may not be transferable to other schools. 
Given the increase of ELLs in this school, and across the country, it is important to 




Consent Form for Participants
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Title of Study: Two Heads are Better than One: Collaboration Among Mainstream and 
ELL Teachers
Study Investigator: Angela Bell, M.Ed.
INVITATION
You are invited to participate in research examining the collaboration of mainstream and 
English Language Learner (ELL) teachers. You are invited because you work with ELLs 
and may collaborate with other faculty in your school to instruct ELLs. Your 
participation is voluntary. Between 20 and 30 people will take part in this study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to find out how teachers collaborate to teach ELLs. The 
researcher will use this information to complete a dissertation at the University of North 
Dakota. Scholarly articles may also be written.
WHAT WILL MY PARTICIPATION INVOLVE?
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be observed during a time when you are 
instructing ELLs that works for you and the researcher. You may be interviewed about 
your knowledge, experiences, or opinions on collaboratively working with ELLs. These 
interviews typically last thirty (30) minutes to one (1) hour. You may also be asked to 
participate in small group discussions about collaboratively teaching ELLs. Your 
participation may last approximately one (1) hour.
You will be asked if video images, photographs, or voice recordings can be made of your 
interview or observations. Such recordings will be used only for writing down exactly 
what you say or what was observed. Your name will remain secret. Tapes will be stored 
in a locked cabinet after use and will be destroyed within three years after the completion 
of the project. Being recorded is voluntary. You may still participate without being 
recorded.
WILL MY CONFIDENTIALITY BE PROTECTED?
Information learned from this study may be used in a dissertation and scientific journal 
articles. None of these will identify you personally. You will be referred to by a made-up 
name instead. Interviews, notes, and any video or audio recordings will be stored in a 
locked cabinet when not in use. Any information for the data that could identify you will
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be removed. A paid typist may transcribe any recordings; this person will sign a 
confidentiality agreement before receiving any data.
ARE THERE ANY RISKS?
The risks involved with this study include the possibility of loss of confidentiality. 
Though I take many steps to ensure secrecy, the identity of participants might 
accidentally become known. This may cause embarrassment or discomfort. Some 
questions I ask about your experiences and opinions might cause discomfort; you may 
choose not to answer such questions. No money is available from the study if you 
experience any situation where you must seek professional assistance because of the 
study.
ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS?
There are no direct benefits of you participating in this study. Your participation may 
benefit you or other people by helping me learn more about the collaborative efforts of 
teaching ELLs.
WILL I BE PAID FOR PARTICIPATING IN THE STUDY?
Participants will not be paid for participating in the study.
IF I DECIDE TO START THE STUDY, CAN I CHANGE MY MIND?
Your decision to participate in this research is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to 
participate. If you do decide to take part, you may change your mind at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits that you had before the study. Your decision to participate or 
not in this study will not affect any relationship you might have with employers or 
service providers. You may choose not to participate in certain interviews or surveys, and 
you can skip any questions you do not want to answer.
WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?
If you have questions about this research in the future, please contact the researcher, 
Angela Bell, at 912-223-3538 or by E-mail (angela.bell@und.edu). If you have questions 
regarding your rights as a research participant, or if  you have any concerns or complaints 
about the research, you may contact the University of North Dakota Institutional Review 
Board at (701)777-4279. Please call this number if you cannot reach research staff, or if 
you wish to talk with someone else.
Authorization to participate in the research study:
I have read the information in this consent form, had any questions answered, and I 
voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I have received a copy of this consent form.
129
Participant’s Name (please print)
Signature of Participant Date







1. How many years of experience do you have in education?
2. How many years of experience do you have teaching ELLs?
3. Tell me about your experience teaching ELLs.
4. Have you ever had training on how to instruct ELLs? Explain.
5. What are the greatest challenges you face with teaching ELLs?
6. Discuss your roles and responsibilities in teaching ELLs. What do you feel 
 ’s role is and responsibilities are in teaching ELLs?
7. If there is a pull-out model, how do mainstream and ELL teachers know what the 
other is doing?
8. How comfortable are you teaching ELLs?
9. How successful are your ELLs? How do you know?
10. How would you define “collaboration”?
11. In what ways do you collaborate (or seek to collaborate) with others who work 
with ELLs?
12. With whom do you collaborate?
13. For what purposes do you collaborate with others who work with ELLs?
14. What opportunities do you have to collaborate here a t________ ?
15. Tell me about collaboration for the purpose of helping ELLs here a t______ .
16. Is the collaboration effective? If so, in what ways? If not, why not?
17. How does collaboration affect student learning? How do you know?
18. Have you ever had professional development related to collaboration? Explain.
19. Are there barriers to collaboration? What are they?
20. How would you envision improving collaborative efforts?
21. How do you feci about working with others?
22. Describe a typical situation where collaboration is occurring.
23. Does your school have a model of collaboration? Tell me about it: how did it 
begin? How is it sustained? Describe it for me.
24. How can collaborating with other faculty help you instruct ELLs?
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25. If you collaborate, tell me about a time when you applied something you learned
during collaboration in your classroom.
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